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c lhe Man Himself 

::1 ati_de Levi-Strauss, Professor of Social Anthropology at the 
--:-<>llege de France, is, by common consent, the most dis-
:i nguished exponent of this particular academic trade to 
~e found anywhere outside the English speaking world, but. 
.c:hola_rs who call themselves social anthropologists are of 
=;;;ao kinds. The prototype of the first was the late Sir ]all\es 
~ Zer (1854-1941), author of The Golden Bough. He Was 
:a an of monumental learning who had no first hand acquai a 
.v-nee With the lives of the primitive peoples about wholl\ tl.­
~:0 te. He hoped to discover fundamental truths about tte 
~ ~ ture of human psychology by comparing the details e 
=h lllan culture on a world wide scale. The prototype Of 
·X"'l. ~ second was Bronislaw Malinowski (1884-1942). b Of 
:"l.i lloland but naturalised an Englishman, who spent tno 0 i-n. 

:'I. C'::!.s ~cademic life analysing the results of research wt: Of 
V"C;;!. h1~self had personally conducted over a period of f 1C:h 
""'" qts, 1n a single small village in far off Melanesia. 1-lis ~'llt­
~~ q~ to show how this exotic community 'functioned• ail\-\ 
t~ <:::tal system and how its individual members p as c\ 
~ l-ough their lives from the cradle to the grave. 1-leassecl 
t~ ~re interested in the differences between human cult \\r-qs 

:.tn in their overall similarity. \J.:r-~ 
~ l'). l'vtost of those who at present call themselves s 
t:~ thropologists either in Britain or the United States ~(::!-tl 
~t be 'functionalists'; broadly speaking they are anthro; c\1l't\ 
c:::::::fts in the style and tradition of Malinowski. In contt-0 1~ 
t:~c\Ude Levi-Strauss is a social anthrop~logi~t in the tradit~t. 
\::~ ~Ugh not in the style of Frazer. Hts ulnmate conc~~c:lt\ 

establish facts which are true about 'the human lt)· i~ 
lt).(l• • 

> 



Levi-Strauss 

rather than about the organisation of any particular society~ 
or class of societies. The difference is fundamental. • 

In his day Malinowski had three kinds of celebrity. His 
renown among the general public was as a prophet of free: 
Jove. Though tame by modem standards, his accounts of 
the sexual eccentricities of Trobriand Islanders were rated 
as near pornography. The almost passionate enthusiasm of 
professional colleagues rested on other grounds, firstly the 
novelty of his methods of field research which have no': 
been universally imitated, secondly the dogm·as of his 

ecial brand of 'functionalism', an oversimplified mechan­f f tic style of sociological theorising now generally viewed 
with some contempt. 

Levi-Strauss' record has been quite different. From the 
verY start he has b~en a straight scholar-intellectual. Ap_art 
f orn some e?gagmg photographs of naked Amazonian 

r dies tucked m at the end of Tristes Tropiques (1955), he 
Ia s refrained from popularising gimmicks of the kind which 
n:d rvfalinows~ to entitle one of his Trobriand monografh_s 
~]Je sexual Life of Savages. By Malinowski standards Lev1-
J uss' field research is of only moderate quality. The 
5tr~tanding characteristic of his writing, whether in 
oll rich or in English. is that it is difficult to understand; 
f':e 50ciolo~ical theories combine baffling complexity with 
J1~:f"vhelm1~g erudition. Some readers even suspect that 
o e)' are. b:mg treated to a confidence trick. Even now, 
tl1 spite his immens~ prestige, the critics among his profes­
d_~ria.1 colle~gu_es still greatly outnumber the disciples. Yet 
5\; 3 cademic importance is unquestioned. Levi-Strauss is 
l1jrriired ?0 t _so much for the novelty of his ideas as for the 
~ Jd originality with which he seeks to apply them. He has 
t:>0 gestcd ne,~ ~ays of looking at familiar facts; it is the 
,v!\hod tha: ~ interesting rather than the practical con­
,:11e t.lences ~ho~ e use to which it has been put. 
5e'}ne ~e d -; has such, is as much linguistic as anthro-

10gica an I as aroused excitement among many differ­
pO 
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The Man Himself 

~nt brands of intellectual, students of literature, of politics, 
:::,f ancient philosophy, of ~he_?lo~y, of art. The_ purpose of 
this book is to give some md1cat1on of why this should be 
,o. But first I must declare a personal prejudice. 

I myself was once a pupil of Malinowski and I am, at 
heart, still a 'functionalist' even though I recognise the 
limitations of Malinowski's own brand of theory. Although 
I have occasionally used the 'structuralist' methods of Levi­
Strauss to illuminate particular features of particular cul­
tural systems the gap between my general position and that 
of Levi-Strauss is very wide. This difference of viewpoint is 
bound to show through in the pages which follow. My main 
task is to give an account of Levi-Strauss' methods and 
opinions rather than to offer private comments, but I can­
not pretend to be a disinterested observer. 

My concern is with Levi-Strauss' ideas, not his life histo 
but since his bibliography, starting in 1936, already fu: 
eludes eleven books and well over 100 substantial articles 1 
have a formidable task. No-one could survey such a land 
scape without introducing distortions and I am goin t -
make matters even worse by ignoring the chronology. I ~ ~ 
start in the middle and work both forwards and backw ; 
There is a personal justification for this eccentricity w~- s. 
needs to be explained. lch 

We may think of Levi-Strauss's writings as a three-poi 
star radiating around the autobiographical ethnogr n~d 
travel book Tristes Tropiques (1955). The three lim~p le 
the star would then be labelled: (i) kinship theory C")s of 
logic of myth, (iii) the theory of primitive classifit _the 
In my biased estimation the first of these, which :tion. 
the earliest, is the least important. This is a value judge also 
which our author himself does not share. In his later tne?t 

'ings Levi-Strauss frequently refers back to Les Struc~t­
elementaires de la parente (1949) as if it were an aut;:re_s 
tative landmark in the history of social anthropology ori­

and 
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Levi-Strauss 

the substantially revised English ]anguage edition (x!}{ 
indudes a vigorous polemical counter-attack against t 
views of those English admirers 1ike myself who have dar'! 
to suggest that parts of his history do not fit the facts. 

Obviously a book of this sort cannot provide me witb • 
base from which to develop a sympathetic commentarY G 

1,evi-Strauss' genera] attitude. So I sha11 ]eave it until 11'. 
end. Meanwhi1e we need a chronologica] guideline. Table • 
provides dates for a series of significant events. 

Table A. Chronology of the Life of Levi-StrausS" 

Born in Belgium 
•5! 

Lived with his parents (his father was an arf.l 
near Versailles , 
Student in University of Paris, where he tool' • 1 

degree in Law with a9re9ation in Philosophy. 1'!: 
reading included works "by the masters of ~J~ 1 

French Schoo] of SocioJogy"-presumably SaJJl 
Simon, Comte, Durkheim, Maussb 

Through the patronage of Celestin Bougle,c Direct01 1 
Through the patronage of Celestin Bougle,c Direct01 
of the Ecole Normalc Supcrieure, was offered ~· 
p~st as Professor of Sociology at the University O 
Sao Paulo, Brazil 

J 
Pro~essor ~f Sociology, University of Sao P.rn10"· 1 
Dunng this period he seems to have returned to 
France on several occasions. He also made sever;,) 
brief visits to the interior of Brazil to engage itl 1 

etb?ographic investigations. By the end of tJJC 
pfie~od he had had about five month5 of actu.:i1 'J 

e experience 
Read Lowie• P. • • • ) • E 1· i.• this h" • rimmve Society (1920 m ng 1s1•' 

was JS first introduction to specialist anthro· 
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pological writing. E. Metraux's French translation 
of Lowie's book was not published until 1935 

First anthropological publication: a 45-page article 
on the social organisation of the Bororo Indians 

Having resigned from the service of the University 
of Sao Paulo he obtained French Government 
financial support for a more extensive expedition 
to central Brazil. The details of the expedition are 
hard to determine. Levi-Strauss initially had two 
scientific companions engaged in· other kinds of 
research. The party left its base at Cuiaba in June 
1938 and reached the junction of the Madeira and 
Machado rivers by t.he end of the year. They seem 
to have been on the move nearly the whole time 
Everything that Levi-Strauss has written about th~ 
Nambikwara and Tupi-Kawahib Indians seems to b 
based on this experience e 

In France on military service 

(Spring) Made his way vi~ Martinique and Puerto 
Rico to New York to take up a post at the N 
School for ~ocial Research engineered for hirn ~v­
Robert Low1e, E. Metraux and Max Ascoli Y 

Contributed article 'L'analyse structurale 
linguistique et en anthropologic' to Word: Jou en 
of the Linguistic Circle of New York (founaec{°:al 
Roman Jakobson and his associates) Y 
French Cultural Attache in the United States 
IA Vie familiale et sociale des Indiens NCllnbikw 
(Paris : Socicte des Americanistes) ara 
Les Structures e/ementaires de la pareme (F· 
Edition, Paris: P.U.F.) 1rst 
Director of Studies at the I:cole pratique des ha 
ctudes, University of Paris (Laboratory of Sou~es 
Anthropology) (E.P.H.E.) Cial 
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1950 

:J.952 

1953-6o 

1955 

x962 
x964 

x961 
x961 

Short fieldwork trip to Chittagong, East Pakistan 

Race and History (Paris: UNESCO) 

Secretary General of the International Council c 
Social Sciences 

'The Structural Study of Myth', Journal of America­
Folklore, Vol. 68, No. 270, pp. 428-44, and Trist~ 
Tropiques (Paris : Pion) 

Anthropolo9ie Structurale (Paris: Pion) 

Appointed to Chair of Social Anthropology at tht 
College de France 

'La ~este d'Asdiwal' (Annuaire de l' E.P.f!.E., 5m• 
section, Sciences Religieuses, 1958-59 : Pans) 
Le Totemisme aujourd'hui and La Pensee sauvage 
Mythologiques, Vol. J: Le Cru et le cuit. Officer oJ 
tbe Legion of Honour 
Mythologiques, Vol. II: Du Miel aux cendres 
Mythologiques, Vol. III: L'Origine des manieres dt 
table 
Awarded the Gold Medal of the Centre National de 

i96B . la. R~i::herchc Scientifiquc 'the highest Frencl 
scientific distinction' 
My~hologiques, Vol. IV: L'Homme nu. Commander 

i91t National Order of Merit 

197'5 Me~ber of the French Academy 

Ces are vanoUs• d • f t 1"on 0 ... e. 
5011t jstes Tro . • 0 Wn to 19,11 most of the in orma c .,. : 

(I• eroIIl Tr Piques. The author is indebted to Professor Lev-. 
1, ss for some corre . d 5tl"au uss also ctions to the text as first issue • 
J..C"j.Stra . t recalls that from a very early age he had beeX'. 

P· •JltcJJseledy ina:r~ted in geology and that in late adolescence h~ 
J JoP interest fi d h i~ cJC"e iSJII• • rst in psycho-analysis, an t en , 
Jllf :l~e bad earlier been . 
~out le socioloaiau associated with Emile Durkheim and thctc 

C· 1,;.1111 e. By academic profession he was a philoSO... 
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pher but his reputation rests on a treatise on the Indian C~_ste 
System the first version ol which appeared in 1900. Boug\e im-
self nev~r visited India. . . . . 

., The university had b f ntled by French m1t1at1ve and the ". . cen ou . 1 1 . 
French d1plornatic mission was still concerned wit 1 t 1e recruit-
ment of staff. Levi-Strauss claims that he caused sox:ne cons~er­
nation among his French colleagues because of lus heretical 
attitude to the functionalist teachings of Durkheim and his 
interest i~ the works of the American ethnologists Boas, Kroeber 
and Low1e. 

One further biographical fact which seeps through into 
a number of Levi-Strauss writings, notably m the Introduc­
tion ('ouvert~re') and intricately arranged c~ayter headings 
of Mytholo91ques I is that he is a gifted mus1c1an. 

Footnote b to Table A deserves further elaboration. In 
Tristes Tropiques (1 955) Levi-Strauss desci:ibes Geology, 
Psycho-a_nalys1s and Marxism as his 'three mistresses', mak­
ing it ~mte clear that Geology was his first love. 

I will come_ back to the Geology in a moment but first let 
, us glance at h1s Marxism. Levi-Strauss himself remarks that: 

"Marxism seemed to me to proceed in the same way a 
geology and psycho-analysis .... All three showed th ~ 
und~rstanding consists in the reduction of one type af 
reality to another; that true reality is never the 1110° 
obvious of realities ... in all these cases the problem ~t 
the same : the relation ... between reason and sens 15 
perception ... " (W.W.: 6t). e-

: In practice, the relevance of Marxist ideology for 
, Understanding of Levi-Strauss is difficult to determine. Le~? 
·Strauss' ~se of dialectic, with the formal sequence _of thesis~ 
,antithesis-synthesis, is Hegelian rather than Marxist and his 
: attitude to history seems to be quite contrary to_ Marxist 
~ogma. But the picture is greatly confused by the d1alectical 
interplay between the Existentialism of Sartre and the 
Structuralism of Levi-Strauss. 
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Levi-Strauss first met Sartre in the flesh in New York: 
1946 but they had earlier mutual acquaintances. n. 
Simone de Beauvoir and Merleau Ponty were both fellc 
student teachers with Levi-Strauss at the Lycee Janson c 
Sailly, (P.C.). Articles by Levi-Strauss have often appeare 
in Sartre's journal Les Temps Modernes, but it would see: 
that by 1955 personal relations between the two men wer 
distinctly strained. In Tristes Tropiques Levi-Strauss n 
marks of Existentialism that: 

"To promote private preoccupations to the ran~ of ph!k: 
soph1cal problems is dangerous and may end m a km. 
of shop-girl's philosophy" (W.W.: 62). 

and the wh_ole of Chapter 9 of La Pensee ~a_uvage is dev~;;'. 
to a p~lemical attack against Sartre's Critique de la TOI :, 
dialectique. Levi-Strauss is especially scornful of Sa:tr~ • 
(apparent) opinion that the members of exotic so~ietiec 
must necessarily be incapable of intellectual analysis an< 
powers of rational demonstration. Nevertheless he has tc 
admit that: 

"he !eels _himself very close to Sartre whenever the la~te 
app~ies ~imself with incomparable artistry, to grasp!~~ 
in its_ dialectical movement a present or past soC1a 

xpenence wi 11· ' ) e t in our own culture" (S.M.: 25° • 
aut _then ~artre is a Marxist· and so also, from time tc 

time, is Lev1-S_trauss-or so h; says, Both authors frcel~ 
bCspatter their p • < • • ology anc 

enounce the otb a,ges . with Marxist ter:°1in thi 
d atter I can do er s misuse of the sacred prg?n. On tio 
11;, a commenta .!1° more than draw the rea~er ~ attenn 1! 
t erniniscent of iebY_Jean Pouillon (1965) which is str; ~i" 
~etween Tweedled';;1s Carroll's account of the non- a ' 

1 am not tryin t m and Tweedledee. • 
tiOfl is at all dos! r° suggest that Levi-Strauss' present posi 
trary it is, in mano that of the Existentialists; on the_ con 

Y respects, very remote. But Ex1stcn 

J4 



The Man Himself 

. . d • ,I. • Strauss' brand of Structuralism have com-
tiahsm an u::vi- h • b 

M . t oats and the distinction between t e two 1S y 
mon anos r • bel" 1 D • 

harp as some would like to 1eve • esp1te 
no means as s , • d d • 
the savage attack on Sartre, La Pensee sauvage 1s e 1cated 
to the memory of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, the Phenomen­
ologist philosopher, whose position was, on the fac<: of it, 
very much closer to Existentialism ~h_an to ~~ucturah~m_. 

The squabble with Sartre over h1story 1s very similar 
to the squabble with Ricoeur over 'herm:neutic' (Ricoeur : 
1963). lt stems from a different evaluanon of _the 'arrow 
of time'. For the Phenomenologists and the Existentialists 
history pro'?des the myth which j_usti~es the present, hu~ 
the present 1s also a necessary culmmauon of where history 
has brought us to. The Structuralist position is muc:h le 
egocentric: history offers us images of past societies ,vh. s~ 
were structural transformations of those we know, neit~c: 
better nor worse. We, in our vantage point of the pres er 
are not in a privileged position of superiority. But L~n~. 
Strauss' own attitude to history is elusive and I can V1-
advise the persistent enquirer to consult for hitnse\f0 nly 
densely argued pp. 256-64 of The Savage Mind (1966) the 

Two features in Levi-Strauss' position seem crucial. p· 
he holds that the study of history diachronically an~Stly 
study of anthropology cross-culturally but synchro . the 

' are two alternative ways of doing the same kind of thl_llc:a.lly 
. ll"lg: 

"The a~thropolo~ist respects history'. but he do 
accord 1t a special value. He concelVes it as es llC)t: 
complementary to his own: one of them unr a stu<:ly 
range of human societies in time, the other in sp:l''ls the 
the differe~ce i_s eve~ less great than it m.igh~e. An.<:1 
since the h1stonan stnves to reconstruct the pi s~~l'n. 
vanished societies as they were at the points w~~'-li-~ Of: 
them corresponded to the present, while the ethno 1 <:::h fa 

" does his best to reconstruct the historical stage;t"a~h~ l" 

'· temporally preceded their existing form"' (S.M.: 25i}~i~h. 



Levi-Strauss 

Secondly Levi-Strauss insists that when history takes L~ 

form of a recollc~tion of past events it is part of the thinker: 
present not of h1:' past: For the thinking hum?n being:: 
recollected experience 1s contemporaneous; as m myth,.:­
events are part of a single synchronous totality. Here tb 

ff-stage model is Proust and the penultimate chapter c­'ta pensee sauvage (1962), which is entitled ''Le Terns 
t rouve", is plainly intended to echo "A la Recherche • 

p.e d " 
PS per u . ;. rem . . ·ngs• 

incidentally t~e whole corpus of Levi-Strau~ ~tl vhicl 
Iced with obhque references and puns of this kmd , je: 

pac II Verlaine's Symbolist formula "pas de coul~ur,Ja,~ 
reca Ja nuance" ("no colour, nothing but nuance} si;tCI 
qve65 . r4) has remarked that the Symbolist poe~ mIY c 
( 9 • => • d articular I the funcnon of poetic language an P tftel 
that es was not to illustrate ideas but to embodyh an oed.9 
iJl'lag 1·ndefinable experience" Readers who find ~ e pbrotlJ1 

·se • L • • 1 Jus1ve s V/1 10g of ~vi-Strauss• prose persistent Y es 
Jl'lea:;p:1beJ'th_JS part of his literary backgroun~- of hiscoJ'. 
rel11 ton this matter of the Str"Xlturaliht ~S ss=-cot 

J31l • d _ VJ- trau •,; -forther pomt eserves note. thoug of rirlljtl 
oJle tl,., reaffirms his View that the structures p ell ~ 

:ri J e pres • st as mu ·e st~ 0 ght 3: _ enc in our modern minds JU .. je!l 
t:110 are m the ntincfs belong to so<; d t' 
tlle)' ut history" h of those who . bout tryif'lz:,~'\' 
~itllo11strate this· e;u~as been very caut1o~s :auvage, as pl' 
oetJlo see (Chapter lYalence. In La Pens e consider J1 
i;ll~tl.cation of Stru S), he does occasionaUY tures of ~s 
l:ll'l'l~re of conternp~:uralist arguments to fea for the rt' ~ 1 

c'-1\t t,e dra~s a sh ary Western Europe, but. e be['V. ' 
l'a~itive societies. w\1J> (though arbitrary) h~ropoJol!~ 
pfl a\lse t bey are till\ 1 1ch are grist for the ant d •efl f 

i,C=:cjch elu~.e anthr~ CS.S and static, and advance socJ ~ . 
~J1 t,istorr • LeVi-Stt-Pological analysis because che)' r1f!· 
••ii' ccurabst techru auss has consistentl refused_ to ar ,-,,, 
5tt':iences, Events i~Ues to the analy~s of dmchrO(JiJ 
~eq ••th · · 
:r e historical past surVIVC in 

--------------
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consciousness only as myth and it is an intrinsic character­
istic of myth (and also of Levi-Strauss' structural analysis) 
that the chronological sequence of events is irrelevant.3 

It is in this context that Levi-Strauss' comments on 
geology become particularly revealing. 

The presuppositions of 19th-century anthropologists 
VVere proto-historical, Evolutionist or Diffusionist as the case 
n-». ight be. But Levi-Strauss' time sense is geological. 
:'\,-1 though, like Tyler and Frazer, he seems to be interested 
~i-:t the customs of contemporary primitive peoples on} 
h. ec:ause he thinks of them as being in some sense primaev i 
. e does not argue, as Frazer might have done, that wha • 
is Primaeval is inferior. In a landscape, rocks of irnrn at 
:l"l.tiquity may be found alongside sediments of relat_enfe 
C)~c:e~t origin, but we do not argue on that account IVe Y 
h "l°l(!. 1s inferior to the other. So also with living thing (that 

Y implication human societies): s and 

••sometimes ... on one side and the other of a h" 
(::l"evice we find two green plants of different •d~en 
l::.ach has chosen the soil which suits it: and w species. 
l:hat ,vithin the rock arc two ammonites, one 0 ~ rea~ise 
has involutions less complex than the other's. We 1~h1ch 
l:~at is to say a difference of many thousands oF •rnpse 
l:1rne and space suddenly commingle; the living a· Years; 
~f that moment juxtaposes one age and the ot~Versity 

, l=ierpetuates them" (W.W.: 60). er and 

:l_~ ~ote that it is not really the green plants th 
1½ i Vi-Strauss' interest; they merely trigger off his at ~rouse 
' . .:\.)'=~ deeper concern is with what is underneath- cul'iosity. 
, .:\. ~ ~gether more abstract, the relationship bet-!,.0 tnething 
·~il1:1onitcs, residu~s of living species which ceasedeen two 
•~~ hons of years m the past. And yet again the to C:X:ist 
:l '-:_ ~ls justified in being interested in this ahstractj rea~on he 
., l:hrows light on the present, the difference be~ Is that 

~ green plants. een his 
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"Unlike the history of the historians history as the 
geologist and the psycho-analyst sees it is intended tc_ 
body forth in time-rather in the manner of a tab/~a1:_ 
vivant-certain fundamental properties of the phys1ca._ 
and psychical universe" (W.W.: 60-1) . 

. This search for 'fundamental properties' is a recurren'I 
theme in all Levi-Strauss' writings, but it is not just a matt<:1 
of antiquarian curiosity. The point is rather that what 1! 
fundamental and universal must be the essence of our trU< 
nature, and we can use an understanding of that nature tc 
. prove ourselves : 
JJJl 

., the second phase of our undertaking is that while. 
• ~ ·clinging to elements from any one particular socie~ 

no make use of all of them in order to distinguish tho~ 
w~ ciples of social life which may be applied to rcfor~ 
prin own customs and not those of customs foreign tc:::::. 
ou~ own ... our own society is the only one which '\-V-~ 
ou transform and yet not destroy, since the chang~ 
ca:;ich we should introduce would come from within.. -
Vf .. , W-: 391-2). 
(VY• 

dJiS passage shows, Levi-Strauss is a visionary, and th~ 
~le with thos: who see visions is that they find it v~~ 

uo0 ult to recognise the plain matter of fact world whtc:._ 
difliC est of us see all around. Levi-Strauss pursues his anthr~ 
tlle r )' because he conceives of primitive peoples ¾ 
po1°~ced models" of what is essential in all mankind, b~., 
••red e5uJting ,Rousseau-like noble savages inhabit a worltj 
tlle r far removed from the dirt and squalor which is th~ 
ver>' nthropologist's normal stamping ground. 
field ~s ;s im~ortant. A careful study of Tristes Tropiqr.le~ 

-fll 1
15 that, m the whole course of his Brazilian travel:is: 

J."'evt:5trauss can never have stayed in one place for mor-~ 
:r..,evl~ a feW weeks at a time and that he was never able t:~ 
t:ll~Jl 
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converse easily with any of his native informants in their 
native language. 

There are many kinds of anthropological enquiry, but 
Malinowski style intensive fieldwork employing the ver­
nacular, which is now the standard research technique 
ernployed by nearly all Anglo-American social anthropolo­
gists, is an entirely different procedure from the careful 
but uncomprehending description of manners and customs, 
based on the use of special informants and interpreters, 
Which was the original source for most of the ethnographic 
observations on which Levi-Strauss, like his Frazerian pre­
decessors, has chosen to rely. 

It is perfectly true that an experienced anthropologist, 
visiting a 'new' primitive society for the first time and 
Working with the aid of competent interpreters, may be 
able, after a stay of only a few days, to develop in his own 
Inind a fairly comprehensive 'model' of how the social 
system works, but it is also true that if he stays for six 
months and learns to speak the local language very little 
of that original 'model' ,vill remain. Indeed the task of 
understanding how the system works will by then appear 
even more formidable than it did just two days after his 
first arrival. 

Levi-Strauss himself has never had the opportunity to 
suffer this demoralising experience and he never comes to 
grips with the issues involved. 

In all hi~ writings Levi-Strauss assumes th?t the simple, 
-first stage, model' generated by the observers first impres­
sions corresponds quite closely to a genuine (and very im­
portant) ethnographic reality-the 'conscious model' which 
fa present in the minds of the anthropologist's informants. 
In contrast, to anthropologists who have had a wider and 
more varied range of field experience, it seems all too 
obvious that this initial model is little more than an amal­
gam of the observer's own prejudiced presuppositions. 

On this account many would argue that Levi-Strauss, like 
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7.azer, is insufficiently critical of his source material. HIE 
vilways seems to be able to find just what he is lookin,i 
for. Any evidence however dubious is acceptable so lonl 
as it fits with logically calculated expectations; bu 
wherever the data runs counter to the theory Levi-Straus 
wi~ence r mars al the full reso rce: 
of his owe ul 1nvec 1ve o have the he~ throw.!LQ!!!__Q 
court! So we nee to remember that Levi-Strauss' prirn. 1 

irainihg was in philosophy and law; he consistently behave 
as an advocate defending a cause rather than as a scientis 
searching for ultimate truth. 

But the philosopher-advocate is also a poet. Williari 
E.mpson's The Seven Types of Ambiguity (1931) belongs to 
class of literary criticism which is wholly antipathetic t 
contemporary Structuralists, but none the less it make: 
e,ccellent introductory reading for any would-be student c 
Levi-Strauss. Levi-S~rauss has not actually publishe~ poetr.) 
bUt his whole attitude to the sounds and meanmgs ar:.. 
combinations and permutations of language elements b... 
trays bis nature. 

The grand four volume study of the structure of Amer 
an Indian Mythology is not entitled Mytholoyies b--.. 

~ythologiques-the 'logics of myth', and the object of ti-:: 
e,cercise is to explore _the mysterious in~ercon~ections b, 
ween these myth-logics and other logics. This is poet: 

t ountrY and those who get impatient with the tortuo, 
c ymnastics of Levi-Straussian argument-as most of us c:3 
!-need to reme~ber that he shares with Freud a most :r-. 
JJlarkable capacity for leading us all unaware into the inn~ 
JJlost recesses of our secret emotions. 

zO 

-------- --
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:t.evi-Strauss is disting~is~:d among the intellectuals of his 
'·oWn country as the ea ing exponent of 'Structuralism', 
a word which has co~t to be Used as if it denoted a whole 

1 J1ew philosophy of h ~ 0 ~ ~he analogy of 'Marxism' or 
'Existentialism'. What is this Structuralism' all about? 

The general argument runs something like this: What 
1 we know about the external World we apprehend through 
1 our senses. The phenomena Which we perceive have the 
;characteristics which we attribute to them because of the 
jway our senses operat~ and the way the human brain is 
, designed to order ~nd interpret the stimuli which are fed 
Fnto _it. One very important f:ature of this orde~ing pro­
,cess 1s that we cut up the c~ntmua of space and time with 
'which we are surrounded into segments so that we are 
, predisposed to think of th~ environment as consisting of 
~~ast numbers of separate things belonging to named classes, 
11and to think of the passage of time as consisting of 
lequences of separate. ev~nts. Correspondingly, when, as 
7l:fllen, we construct artificial things (artifacts of all kinds) 
'pr devise ceremonial~, or write histories of the past, w~ 
'amitate our apprehension of Nature: the products of our Cul-
ture are segmented and ordered in the same way as we sup. 

f pose the products of N~ture to be segmented and ordered. 
(1 Let me give a very_ simple example of what I mean. 'fhe 
colour spectrum, which _runs from violet, thro~gh blue, to 
green, to yellow, to red, ts a continuum. There ts no natural 
point at which gr«:e~ changes to yellow or yellow to red. 
pur mental recogmt10~ of c_olour is a response to -yariations 
jn the quality of the hght input, notably to luminosity as 
between dark and light and to wavelength as between 

.2.I 
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!0fg and short. Wavelength gets shorter as we move fro; 
in ra-red to ultra-violet, while temperature, as measured c 
\ the~ometer, gets less; luminosity is zero at either er, 
oh this spectrum and reaches a maximum in the middl, 
t at is in the yellow.' It is a discrimination of the huma 
brain which breaks up this continuum into segments so th2 
we feel that blue, green, yellow, red etc. are quite 'different 
colours. This ordering mechanism of the brain is such the 
anyone who is not colour blind can readily be taught tc 
feel that green is the 'opposite' of red in the same way a: 

black is the opposite of white. In our own culture we han 
in fact been taught to make this discrimination and be 
cause of this we find it appropriate to use red and greei 
signals as if they corresponded to + and - . Actually W: 

make a number of oppositions of this kind in which rec 
is contrasted not only with green but also with othe.x 
'colours', notably white, black, blue and yellow. W~en w, 
make paired oppositions of this kind, red is conSJstentl: 
given _the same value, it is treated as a danger sign: ho; 
raps, hve electric wires debit entries in account books, sto1 
signs on roads and rail~ays. This is a pattern whi:h tun: 
up in many other cultures besides our own and_ ~-n the.5( 

other cases there is often a quite explicit recogmt10i:1 t!ta 
the 'danger' of red derives from its 'natural' associat10:-
with blood.. . 

Anyway, m our case, with traffic lights both on railway 
~nd on _road_s, GREEN means co and RED means STOP. Fe 
r11anY situations this is sufficient. However if we W3?t t 
de,nse a further signal with an intermediate meanmg-

o cJ'f TO STOP-ABOUT TO GO we choose the colour YELLOV. 
_.AO h" b ' vve do t IS ecause, in the spectrum, it lies midway betwee 

~r;:J::N ~nd RED. 

G Jil th15 example the ordering of the colours green-yello" 
0 is the same as the ordering of the instructions Go-cAU 

-re r-1-sTOP; the colour system and the signal system ha\"\ 
'{;,~ saIJlC 'Stracture', the one is a transformation of the other 
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But notice how we have arrived at this transformation: 

a. the colour spectrum exists in Nature as a continuum 
b. the human brain interprets this continuum as if it 

consisted of discontinuous segments 
c. the human brain searches for an appropriate represen­

tation of a binary opposition + /- and selects green 
and red as a binary pair 

d. having set up this polar opposition, the human brain is 
dissatisfied with the resulting discontinuity and 
searches for an intermediate position : not + /not -

e. it then goes back to the original Natural continuum 
and chooses yellow as the intermediate signal because 
the brain is able to perceive yellow as a discontinuous 
intermediate segment lying between green and red 

f. thus the final Cultural product-the three colour traffic 
signal-is a simplified imitation of a phenomenon of 
Nature-the colour spectrum-as apprehended by the 
human brain 

The essence of this whole argument may be exhibited in 
a diagram which is displayed on the next page (Fig. I) 
which represents two superimposed triangles. The 
corners of the first triangle are the colours GREEN, YELLOW, 
RED which are differentiated along two axes: (i) short wave­
leng~h/l?ng wavelength and (ii) low luminosity /high 
lummos1ty. The corners of the second triangle are three 
instructions concerning movement: Go-continue in a 
state of movement, CAUTION-prepare to change your state 
of movement, STOP-continue in a state of non-movement. 
These messages are again differentiated along two axes : 
(i) m~vcme?t/ no movement and (ii) change/no change. By 
superimposing one schema on the other the colours become 
signals for the underlying instructions : the natural sti:uc­
ture of the colour relations is the same as the log1cal 
structure relating the three instructions : 
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HIGH 
(change) 

! 
LOW 

(no change) 

WAVELENGTH 
(movement) 

SHORT 4-~----t LONG 
(move) (don't rno>' 

YELLOW 
(caution) 

GREEN/ ~itEP 
(go) (stoP) 

Traffic signal colour triangle 

Fi9· 1 

. particular example has not, so far as I am aw~~ 
'fll~een used by Levi-Strauss, but the Structuralist tJleSl 

ever triangles of this kind, implying comparable tr~Jl! 
. 5 tllat .00s of models of Nature as apprehended by huf1131 

~ 0 rJ11atlhave very general application, though, in the geJle13 

t,:t'~jJl~\e possibilities are more complicated. ., 
~5e, t y example, the pattern was subject to two spec•' 

c {Jl J1l ·ots: firstly it is a 'fact of Nature' that the sequeJ'l~ 
11.sct31 rs in the spectrum is green-yellow-red and J'1 r 

c 0 coJot.l een-red or green-red-yellow, and secondly tl'let 
of 11o~;fcher fact of Nature, which certainly goes bac~ 
"fe tl1e ;1y palaeolithic times, th~t ~uman beings haV~ 
15 t"Y e to make a direct assoc1at1on between red ~ es 
vCJ10eJlc{nd bl~od as a substance, so that, if any one of,t'\: i 
i:e 1ot1f oJoU~ is to be selected to mean: 'stop-danger, J 0 
c 0 ee c 0 re hkely to be red than either yellow or green• cJt 
i:J'lf cl1 t110 unt the correlation between the members of _.rp 

tl cC in th" • d 'J. tJ'l . 5 ~ . 0s are, Is case more or less pre-determine • 
i:J'l' ,~, • 
,.;i1° ces : { red-yellow-green 

~Jefl STOP-CAUTION-GO 
~~ -~ 

e4 fl and we do not need to pay attention to alternat:' 
~i~1;tieS offered by the rest of the matrix : 

fe jlJI 
~o# 

" :iA 
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Stop Caution Go 

actual sequence red yellow green 
I 

bt:her possible 
I 

red green yellow 
yellow red green sequences 

! 
I yellow green red 

I 
green yellow red 
green red yellow 

j But in the general case, a structural analysis needs to 
ft:art by setting out all the possible permutations and to 
·P~oceed by examination of the empirical evidence on a 
!comparative basis. Levi-Strauss himself puts it this way: 
I 
I 

·1 
"'The ?1ethod we adopt, ... consists of the following 
operations : 

i. define the phenomenon under study as a relation he­
't\veen two or more terms, real or supposed; 
:ii. construct a table of possible permutations between 
1:hese terms; 

'· ·1 

:iii. take this table as the general object of analysis Which 
i\t this level only, can yield necessary connections. th ' 
~mpirical phenome~10n considered at the beginni e 
being only one possible combination among others t~g 
~omplete system of which must be constructed hefo e 
hand" (T.: 16). re-. 

i, ~ :'-5 I have explain«:d f~r the traffic signal case. the ulti:rn 
f ~~lect of the exercise 1s to discover how relations Wh~te 
' ~ ~ist in Nature (and are apprehended as such by hu~ch 
~ ~itlins) are used to generate cultural products Which ~n 
~l-porate these sai:ne relations. This point must not 1n­

•' - .., l.sunderstood. Levi-Strauss is not an idealist in the be ,, ~~ h . Sty} 
; ~~-Bishop Berkeley; _e ~s not arguing that Nature has e 
• lstence other than m its apprehension by human ltl.i no 
i n<Js. 
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Levi-Strauss' Nature is a genuine reality 'out there'; it.: 
governed by natural laws which are accessible, at least :1 
part, to human scientific investigation but our capacity 11 
apprehend the nature of Nature is severely restricted by t~ 
nature of the apparatus through which we do the apPT; 
hending. Levi-Strauss' thesis is that by noticing how '', 
apprehend Nature, by observing the qualities of the cJa.!S, 
ft.cations which we use and the way we manipulate tt.­
resulting categories, we shall be able to infer crucial faC•, 
about the mechanism of thinking. ,~ 

After all, since human brains are themselves natural 0: 1 

jects and since they are substantially the same throug'1°l 
the species Homo sapiens, we must suppose that w?en ~~ 1 
rural products are generated in the way I have descnbed :1 

process ~~t impart to them certain _un_iversa_l (1~attl~:.:~ 
charactenst1cs of the brain itself. Thus, m mvesngatmg Jl 
e1e01entary structures of cultural phenomena, we are ii·cl1 
rnaking discoveries about the nature of Man-facts wW O' 
are rrue of ~ou and me as well as of the naked savageS c 
central Brazil. Levi-Strauss puts it this way: .1 

• I 
"Anthropology affords me an intellectual satisfaction· 31 
rejoins at one extreme the history of the world and ~1 

che other the history of myself and it unveils the sh;! ,·. 
rnotivation of one and the other at the same momefl 1 
(W.W. : 62). .t 

. . e~ 
It 1s impo:tant to understand just what is being propoS ,1~ 

111 a superficial sense the products of culture are enormotl J'" 
v'aried and when an anthropologist sets out.to compare, tt~ 
05 saY, ~he culture of the Australian Aborigines with thate't 
c)1C Eski;; or that of the English he is first of all impres-S dt 
t,)' the 1 <:rences. Yet since all cultures arc the product_., 
.. 0 Jflan brams.hthere must be somewhere beneath the 5v ~ 
" features t at ar ' ' face,. in itself• . e common to all. . t'-.: 

'fh15• 0 olo . ' is no new idea. A much older generatJ"y 
of anthr P gists, notably Bastian (1826-1905) in Germii" 

1,6 
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1nd Frazer (r854-r941) in England held that because all men 
Jelong to one species there must be psych_ological universals 
Eiementargedanken) which should manifest themselves in 
:he occurrence of similar customs among peoples "who 
:ad reached the same stage of evolutionary development" 
ill over the world. Frazer and his contemporaries assidu­
JUsly compiled immense catalogues of 'similar' custorns 
iv-h ich were designed to exhibit this evolutionary principle. 
fh is is not what the Structuralists are up to. The recurrence 
Jf a detail of custom in two different parts of the map is 
101: a matter to which Levi-Strauss attaches any particular 
:O--portance. In his view, the universals of human culture 
-><::1st only at the level of structure never at the level f 
?1clnifest_ fact. 'A:e ~ay usefully compare the patterning ~f 
.h ~ i-elat1ons winch lmks together sets of human behaviou 
~-l.• 1: we shall not learn anything if we simply comp rs, 
·~l"l.~Je cultural items as isolates. In the traffic signal casea~e 
J l:he contrast between the colours and the switching fr' lt 
-~~ colour to another that provides the information• e 01 
- Gur has relevance only in relation to the others. • ac 
:J:t-.i_ "":t-hesc very general ideas are a development of argum 
it"\ ~inally developed by the Prague school of structents 
-~ ~\lists but particularly by Roman Jakobson, Who tal 
ll)_~lcled in the United States for the past twenty-five y as 
~~ "1. who was an academic colleague of Levi-Strauss at ears 
h.~"'-' School for Social Research in New York at the en the 
ty last war. The influence on Levi-Strauss of Jakob d Of 
:<\:t-}~ of phonemic analysis, which derives in tum from ~on•s 
;l:t- ler work of de Saussure, has been very marked. l Uc~ 
,t ~\lss repeatedly makes an assumption that other lll t!Vj_ 

a.~ ~llltural expression, such as kinship systems anc1 ~cles 
~ ~nomies, arc organised like human language. This 0 1k 
~¾; /language analogy has been developed out of Jat-l). 
:~ ~ distinctive feature theory and Levi-Strauss has 0 h.. 
l~~_loited the additional insights which might have h llot 

lved from Chomsky's thinking about generative gr=~~ 
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mars. Incidentally Chomsky himself has expressly declar1 
that Levi-Strauss' use of linguistic analogies is unjustiff 
(Chomsky 1968: 65), though he agrees that Jakobson's "J. 
ment must constitute a basic part of any general linguisi: 
theory, including his own (Chomsky 1964: 67).5 • 

It is interesting to see how Levi-Strauss sets about derl 
ing his cultural generalisations from his linguistic base. P. 
discussion of the 'culinary triangle' provides a case in poi: 
This is one of the major themes which persists through~ 
the three published volumes of Mythologiques but it ~, 
also been the subject of an independent article which I ":, 
summarise here (see T.C., 1965). 

Levi-Strauss begins with a brief reference to Jakobson 
thesis in the following terms : 

"In all the languages of the world the complex systeJl 
of oppositions between the phonemes are no more th3 

a multi-directional elaboration of a more simple systel 
which is common to all, namely the contrast betwet 
consonant and vowel, which through the working of 
double opposition between compact and diffuse, acute ar 
grave, generates on the one hand what we may call ti 
•,ocalic triangle',/•~ 

u--------i 
and on the other the 'consonant triangle': 

k ,, .... 

/~ 
p-------t 

rvfost readers_ are likely to find such a pronouncemel1 
50J11cwhaft bhaffii~g: so I will give a rather more extenM 

rsion ° t e original doctrine 
,tC b I • ' 

Jak0 son c aims that young children gain control of tb1 

_j 
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,a sic vowels and consonants so as to generate meaningful. 
LOise patterns in a standardised sequence {see Jakobson and 
-lalle, 1956: 38 f.). The child first develops the basic_vowel/ 
onsonant opposition by discriminating a contrast m loud-
1ess: 

Vowel {V) / 
{high energy noise) 

{loud-compact) 
' 

Consonant {C) 
(low energy noise) 

(soft-diffuse) 

~he undifferentiated consonant (C) is then split by discritnin­
\ting pitch-a low frequency {grave) component {'p') and 
~ high frequency {acute) component {'t'). The high energy 
cotnpact) velar stop consonant {'k') then complements the 
ll1.cJifferentiated high energy (compact) vowel ('a') while the 
?w energy (diffuse) consonants ('p', 't') are complemented 
~~ corresponding low energy (diffuse) vowels ('u'-grave, 
~ -acute) . 

• _"l""he whole argument may be represented by a double 
~ 1 anglc of consonants and vowels (Fig. 2) discriminated as 
;0 :tl"lpact/diffuse, and grave/acute. 

PITCH 

~UDNl'.SS 
1Sc energy) COMr 

DIFFUS! 
lj 

& • 2 Jakobson's Primary Vowel-Consonant Triangles 

~. ~.ut let. me go back to the 'Culinary Triangle'. After h. 
~~ t1a1 bnef referen~e to the linguistic proto~pe, Lev~~ 
~ il.uss observes that JUst as there is no human society Wh· 1 
: ~~ a spoken language so also there is no human soc1_lch 
• ety 
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which does not, in one way or another, process some{ 
food supply by cooking. But cooked food may be tho·." 
of as fresh raw food which has been transformed (elar: 
by cultural means, whereas rotten food is fresh raw i 
which has been transformed by natural means. Thus,) 
as Jakobson's vowel-consonant triangles represent the bi:. 
oppositions compact/diffuse and grave/acute which t 
become internalised into the child's computer-like me: 
processes, so also we can construct a culinary triangk 
represent the binary oppositions: transformed/normal 
culture/Nature which are (by implication) internalised 
die eidos of h1.U1;an culture everywhere.' 

A iE OF MATERIAL 
Sf'. (degree. of 

ciaboraUon) 

NORMAL 
(non cl>borc) 
(non m,rqu,!) 1 . 

lRANSFORMED 
(elaboreJ 
(marque) 

CULTURE•◄------►N.( 

/RAW~ 

COOKE,u------RO 

rid· 3 The Culinary Triangle (Primary Form) 

jS not a necessary part of Levi-Strauss' argument that 
1t: processed) food must lie midway between the Na 
(l.l~ the Cultural, though it is of course a fact that 
~Jl rocessed human foodstuffs fall into the cate 
1.,1Jl~esticated plants and animals', i.e. they are both cul •o0 natural. 
~Jl$jnall)'.' Le:-Stra_uss completes his exercise in intelle, 

fllnasncs Y clanning that the principal modes of c 
$>', form anoeher structured set which is the conven 
iflg (tfSt: . . 
i;l1'? 'f{oastmgtis a_process in which the meat in brought: 

J• contac With th . 
ojt'ect e agent of conversion (fire) wit 

_j 
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1e mediation of any cultural apparatus or_ of air or of 
rater; the process is only partial-roast meat 1s only partly 
ooked. 
i ii. Boiling is a process which reduces _the raw_food to a 
~composed state similar to natural rottmg, but 1t requires 
he mediation o! both water and a receptacle-an object of 
lulturc. 
\ iii. Smoking is a process of slow but complete cooking; it 
; accomplished without the mediation of any cultural 
l~paratus, but with the mediation of air. 
: "Thus, as to means, roasting and smoking are natural 
'focesses whereas boiling is a cultural process, but, as to 
:~d-products, smoked food belongs to Culture but roast and 
'Piled food to Nature. 
1 i levi-Strauss summarises his whole argument in the foll 
~g diagram: 0 w-

1 

I 
~! 

I 
I 
i 
I 
I 
I 
I 

(-) 
Air 

(+) 

smoked 

COOKED 

RAW 

roast 

(-) 

Water 

<+> 
boiled 

R01TED ~i !10. 4 The Culinary Triangle (Developed Form) 

gtl l • • • l • I (TC :a.I n his on?1na art1~ e •. : 1965) Levi-Strauss quai· 
-";\~ generah_ty of_ t~1s ~chema by noting that our 1fies 
~Ste~, which d~s?ngu1shes grilling from roasting 0 \\rq 
<'~eammg fro~ ?o,ll~g an~ adds a category fryin9 (Whi atl_ct 
:e form of b01hng m which oil is substituted for w C:h ls 

~quires a much more complicated model-and at atert 
i?int some English readers might begin to suspect tha this 
hC' hole argument was an elaborate academic iok,/ tl-t~ 

13\lt 
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exactly the same diagram (Fig. 4) appears at p. 406 c 
Mythologiques III (1968) accompanied by the same tex 

we must try to take the matter seriously. But this 
50 ther difficult. Levi-Strauss has not adhered to his o"' 
ra Jes of procedure as specified above (p. 25) and the who,. 
ru ration suggests a game of acrostics in which approp~ 
ope words have been slipped into the ~acant slots of a_ pr 
at:e ged verbal matrix. Elsewhere LeVI-Strauss has clanr.1.c 
arran"behind a11 sense there is a non-sense" (R. 1963: 63 
t:b at: er haps the best that one could ~laim for ~~is fan~a'?.g 
bUt: P "behind the nonsense there 1s a sense even 1f l'I:: 
jS t:hat: nse of onlinary conversation. 

t he se • • h" A • J • J:1.0t t Levi-Strauss is gettmg _at 1~ t 1s: mma s 1ust ~ 
Wha d food is anything which 1s avallable which th c: 

£ od; an l ce in the category 'edible'. But human bein 
-::st:incts P .:ave been weaned from the mother's breast, h;;;;,,,. ~ 
1 J'l.ce the~nstincts. It is the c~:mventions of society wh:i_, 
0 soch hat is food and what 1s not food, and what kinds 
:riO e W ' h • d ere Jl be eaten on w at occasions. An since ~) 
oe od sh~ are social occasions there must be some kind • 
£ 0 c:isi0 n d homology between relationships between kinds 
oC t.:t.:erJ'le the one hand and relationships bet\veen soc::ii' 
~~0 d on 5 on the other. ~o ·on . 
J.. c:tS1 0 vcr, when we look mto the facts, the catego.-i 
oC ivfore:;ire treated as significant kinds of food become i. 

J'ljC~ g in. themselves. The diet of any particular hu~: 
vV ,-est:l~ion 1s dependent upon the availability of resour-c­
-r;e l?vl~ t:hC level of actual items of foodstuff (bread, muttCl 
f'ocl, :it: .and so on), there is very little overlap between t::l: 
.:;;J.;;eeS€:11g list of an English housewife and the invent~~ 
C 0 pP1 e5tibles ~vailable to an Amazonian Indian. But t::1': ~i; c'?r;: bousew1fe and the Amazonian Indian alike break '\.~ 
o gJ15 ·i:.arY category 'food' into a number of sub-categori~ ~ 
e,t"Je vrlj.._,, •food B', 'food~•, etc., each of whic~ is treated ~ 
-r;fl0 o'1 ,.ent way. But, at this level, the categories A. B, c, e~, 
•f 0 j(!e ot: to be remarkably alike everywhere. They are 
~ ,, 0 
,cvi-

- ... 



. Cheese 
Oysters. Smoked Salmon and sutton 

d the 
£act categories of the kind which appear in Fig. 4, an are 
significant thing about such categories is that th7 not 
;iccorded very different levels of social prestige. I ~ can 
:-riean only that the different components of the feas avv) ... 
31.Jways be fitted into our prearranged slots: Oysters (r of 
-rooked Salmon (smoked), Lobster Soup (Boiled), Saddle 
~utton (roast), Souffle (cooked). Stilton Cheese (rotted)­
::,ut rather that foods of these different general classes bear 
._ standardised relationship to each other. For example_.. 

ccording to our conventions. whenever the menu includes 
._ dish of roast meat it will be accorded pride of place in 
a. i,e middle: steamed and boiled foods on the other hand are 
::.. <Jnsidered especially suitable for invalids and children_ 
:..,Vhy should this be? Why should we tend to think of boiled. 
'LJWl as a homely dish, but roast chicken as a party dish ? 

All sorLc; of rationalisations can be devised to fit any p·ar­
• cular case, for example that boiling fowls are cheaper 
:,-,an roasters. or that boiled food !S 'more digestible' (What 
_ the evidence for this?), but all such explanations begin t 
~ok rather thin once it is realised that other peoples. VVi t~ 
-cry different cultures from our own, sort out their fo 
c;t1ffs in very similar ways, and apply status distinc•u::::-­
,-£ comparable sort. Some foods are appropriate only ts 
--1en, others only to women; some foods are forbidde 0 

,--,ildren, some can only be eaten on ceremonial occas·n to 
-}le resulting pattern is not always the same, but •_on.~_ 
,e:rtainly very far_ from random-Levi-Strauss has l.t: l..s 
j. aimed t~a_t th_e high _status which attaches to roasti}~Ve:Q 
~ainst bo1lmg 1s a universal cultural characteristic g q:s 
.:::,iled food is only highly regarded in relatively de~ so t:hq l:: 
,..,-pes of ~ociety: "Boiling provides a means of co~r-al:i~ 
c:,nserVanon of the meat and its juices, whereas ro :Ple:t::~ 
~ accompanied by destruction and loss. Thus one d c\st:il"l 
~on0 rny; the other prodigality; the latter is aristocrat~l"lot::~~ 
::?nner plebeian"! (T.C.: 23). c. t::1-t 

An odd line of thought certainly, yet if we accept ~ 
l.~"i. .... 

~~-
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Strauss' unexpected frame of reference, such comments ,e: 
nothing like so arbitrary as they may appear. In that 'III 

are men, we are all a part of Nature; in that we arc hunu t 
beings, we are all a part of Culture. Our survival as m1: 
depends on our ingestation of food (which is a part ' 1 
Nature); our survival as human beings depends upon QI , 

use of social categories which are derived from cuJtur , 
classifications imposed on elements of Nature. The social~ 
of categories of food is thus homologous with the s~, 
use of categories of colour in the traffic signal case (p. 2: 
J3ut food is an especially appropriate 'mediator' bec~US 
when we eat, we establish, in a literal sense, a dire' 
identity between ourselves (Culture) and our food (Naturt_ 
cooking is thus universally a means by which Nat0 

-5 transformed into Culture, and categories of c~ 
:ng ar~ :il':va'J'"' ~~u)iarly appropriate for use as symb' 
oJ socrnl differentiation. , 

In another context where Levi-Strauss is concerned r' 
debunk the anthropological mystique which h?S: <:lu5tetl 

round the concept of Totemism, he has cnt1c1sed i 
; 1111ctionalist thesis that totemic species arc given so~, 

,,Jue because they are of economic value. On the contf .A 
".. 1. ·s . . ·aer 

Ys Lt:VI- trauss it is the species themselves consi 1 sa . 1 tef1 -JJ'lplY as categones which are socially valuab e: to ~ 
51 . " d . . ) raO· ecies are goo s to thmk with" (bonnes a penser ' 0 
:Kan ••~oods t~ cat" (bonnes a manger). All this stuff alJeJ 

JlC cuhnary triangle is the other side of the same arguJll i:1 
~ 0 dstuffs, as such, are of course "goods to eat"; bu_t -, 
ro ne does not explain the complications which we itl:, 
:a10

0 the classification of food; food species like tote 
"Jlt " ods • I ) 7 J cies are go to thmk with" (cf. pp. 40-3 be ow• 
sP~iS is an unfamiliar style of discourse and it has ~~( 

jtted that here as elsewhere in Levi-Strauss' wrJO .. 
~o~e iS an element of verbal sleight of hand which inv~ 
-clle don rat~er t1:1an enthusiasm. All the same the re~ 
c~tJ t!Id not imagine that the 'culinary triangle' is juS' 
~po 

., 



Oysters, Smoked Salmon and Stilton Cheese 

,legant jeu d'esprit by a master of the unexpected analogy. 
,eVi-Strauss has by now marshalled a great deal of evidence 
o show that the processes of food preparation and the 
:a t:egorics of food with which they are associated are every­
vhere elaborately structured and that there are universal 
>rinciples underlying t?ese s~uctures. Moreover th~ method 
>f analysis however bizarre it may appear, has wide app}i_ 
:a~ion. The culinary triangle first appeared in print only in 
~ 9Gs but triangles of. compa~able type feature in many 
~at-lier parts of the LeVI-StrauSSian corpus. 

ln the 1945 paper which is the foundation work for all h· 
•'-tbsequcnt structural anthropology (see A.S. Chapter Is) 
th.~ corners of the triangle arc MUTUALITY, RIGHTS, osLi i. 
l"tc::)Ns while the binary oppositions appear to be: exchan:1\­
~~ exchange and receivers/givers. In S.E.P. (1945): 575 tC:/ 
l'"lqngle becomes: BILATERAL MARRIAGE, PATRILA'l"~ e 

c:l'\oss-COUSIN MARRIAGE, MATRILATERAL CROSS-co l\>tL 
~-"\l\RIAC:E, and . t~e oppositions symmetry /3Syrnrn~S.t"N 
Pl ~ernat1on/repet1t10~. G.A. (1960) includes a highly tl-:y­
c lc:ated triangle which combines geographical and ~0 1'tl­
() "1ltegory parameters in such a way that vegetable f 0 oc1 
l)pt;>osed to animal foo~. _sea to land, East to West, an~0 cl is 
:st: 't1on t~ lack of defi~1tion. This is not just a garne. tefi_ 
'.s~ "t-<luss. 1s endeavourmg to establish the rudirnents ~"i­
iv-~t"tt_antl~ algebr~. If cultural behaviour i~ capable Of Of <\ 
:s.:.\ Ymg mformatton then the code in which cultural toll., 
lo ~es are expressed must have an algebraic structUr lnes, 
!\~Ssible that Levi-Strauss is making larger clairns t It is 
-~~ll)ortance of this algebra than is justified by the e,.,.0 t the 
I .:.\~t there is more to it than a trickster's game of n1clen<::e 
i cl crosses. Let us go back to the beginning. 0 llgh~ 
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3 The Human Animal and his Symbols 

Levi-Strauss' central intellectual puzzle is one to w:i 
European philosophers have returned over and over 3i: 
indeed if we accept Levi-Strauss' own view of the matter: 
a problem which puzzles all mankind, everywhere, ah0 

Quite simply: What is Man? Man is an animal, a meirr 
of the species Homo sapiens, closely related to the ~ 
Apes and more distantly to all other living species past 

. d • sa11 present. But Man, we assert, is a human bemg, an m °' 
that we evidently mean that he is, in some way, other 1, 
'just an animal'. But in what way is he other? The c00'; 

of humanity as distinct from animality does not ;e~; 
translat~ i~to ~xotic languages but it is Le~i-Strauss ~f 
that a d1stmctJon of this sort-corresponding to the Jf. 
sition Culture/Nature-is always latent in men's cust0 1 
attitudes and behaviours even when it is not explicit!~ 
mulated in words. The human Ego is never by bl e' 
there is no 'l' that is not part of a 'We',8 and indeed 
'I' is a member of many 'We's. In one sense these we-~ 

stretch out to infinity in all directions to embrace _e, 
body and everything ... "Man is not alone in the univ 
anY more than the individual is alone in the group, ot' 
one society alone among other societies" (W.W.: 39B~• 
in practice we cut up the continua. My particular •we~ 
people· of my family, my community, my tribe, mY 
.. these are altogether special, they are superior, the~ 

~jviJised, cultured; the others are just savages, like 
veasts: , 

iev1-Strauss central preoccupation is to explore 
dialectical proce~c; by which this apotheosis of ourseJve 
110_n1an and godlike and other than animal is formed 
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·orined and bent back upon itself. Adam and Eve were 
:a ted as ignorant savages in Paradise in a ,~orld in which 
in"1.als talked and were helpmeets to Man; It was through 
1 l:hat they gained knowledge and became human, and 
ferent, and superior to the animals. But are we really 
LPerior'? God made Man in his own image, but are we 
S\J.re that in achieving humanity (Culture) we did not 

Pal'"ate ourselves from God? This is the note on which Levi­
ra uss ends Tristes Tropiques the book which first brought 
r"l international renown outside the narrow world of 
P:f~ssional anthropology: to discover the nature of Man 
e ll1ust find our way back to an understanding of how 
al"\ is related to Nature, and he comes back to the 
~<: theme in the closing paragraph of the third volume 

~v-1.ythologiques. We (Europeans), he comments, have 
~~ taught from infancy to be self centred and in­
J_Gltalistic "to fear the impurity of foreign things" 

·~ ~ctrine which we embody n the formula "Hell ~ 
~~ Others" (l'enfer, c'est autres) but primitive myth 
'e the opposite moral implication "Hell is ourselves" 
n ~fer, c'est n~us-me?1e)9 "In a century wh~n .~an is bent 
lr 'the destruction of innumerable forms of hfe ' It is nece 
~~ to insist, as in the myths, "that a properly appointe~ 
~~ ctnism cannot begin of its own accord but must pla 
it!:) \vorld before life, life before man, and the respect c1 
it~ ~ts before self-interest" (O.M.: 422). But, the puzzle 0 

1ft: lt1s, what is a human being? Where does Culture divi~-
11 l_. tram Nature? e 
~ ~\ri-Strauss himself takes his cue from Rousseau, tho h 
1-l:-t lc)ight equally well have followed Vic()_ or Hobbesu!r 
/t~ ~totle or a dozen others. It is a language which rnak 

: t\ different: es 

1 , ~~i dit homme, dit lan9a9e, et quit dit lan9a9e dit 
~~ Ociete (T.T.: 421). 

l the emergence of language which accompanies the 
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~hift from ~nimality to h:ui:nanity, from nature to cu: _. 
1s also a shift from affectIVIty to a state of reasoning. 
first speech was all in poetry; reasoning was thoug::. 
only long afterwards" (Rousseau, 1783: 565). 

Rousseau's thesis, as elaborated by Levi-Strauss, is_~ 
:Man can only become self-conscious-aware of hims:, ii: 
a member of a we-group;:-when he becomes capahr :ii 
employing metaphor as an instrument of contrast andc :iii 
panson: :Ill 

"It is only because man originally felt himself idCI:. ~ 
to all those like him (among which, as Rousseau cxpJi; _i 
says, we must include animals) that he came to aq : 
the ca~acity to distinguish himself as he disting\C "';' 
them, 1.e. to use the diversity of species as concer • 
support for social differentiation" (T.: 101). . ~ 
Rousseau's insight can only be held to be 'true':~ 

5t;rictlY poetic sense, for the thought processes of p; lit: 
an are even less accessible to us than those of ~pes, "\:: 

JJ1 011}ceys. But the philogenetic form of argument is f "-:::: 
JJ1 with Levi-Strauss' search for human universals: .. :~ 
t1Ptegories provide the mechanism through which unn,-~ 
ca t1ctural characteristics of human brains are transforr~ 
stl' · J • ulti...:.­
· Jl to vmversa ~tructural characteristics of human c d "I::: 
:J 1.1t if these u~iversals exist, they must, at some rather .~ 
~vel, be con51dered innate. In that case, we must 50\!'.. 
1 at thCY are patterns which, in the course of humane ~ 
1 ~0 Jl, nave become internalised into the human psyche al~ 
tl ·th the ~ecialised development of those parts of -~ 
~ 1 J1lall bram Which are directly concerned wi th spet~ 
Jltl ff11ati00 through the larynx and mouth and speech rec-, 
f? J1 tbr<;>ufgh th_e ear. And why not? After aU, although.~ 
oO 11 1n ant IS n b • • l vf11a . h . ot om with any innate Janguage, ~ 
fl fJl ~1tfui3~t~nnate capacity both to learn how to rn ~ 
t,Oe::iri1rig erances and also how to decode the rJlf 'l 
jP ft1l utterances of oth iJlg ers. 
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Not only that but, if Jakobson's argument is correct, all 
1uman children will learn to master the basic elements of 
heir phonemic inventory by making the same, or very 
tearly the same, initial series of basic discriminations : 
:onsonant/vowel, nasal consonant/oral stop, grave/acute, 
:ompact/diffuse .... They presumably do this not so much 
>ecause of any instinct but because the architecture of the 
mman mouth and throat and its associated musculature 
nakes this the natural way to go about it. Levi-Strauss asks 
is to believe that category formation in human beings 
'allow similar universal natural paths. It is not that it must 
tlways happen the same way everywhere but that the 
mman brain is so constructed that it is predisposed to de­
'elop categories of a particular kind in a particular way.10 

All animals have a certain limited capacity to make 
:ategory distinctions. Any mammal or bird can, under 
:ppropriate conditions, recognise other members of its own 
pecies and distinguish males from females; some can fur­
her recognise a category of predator enemies. Human 
-eings, in the process of learning to talk, extend this 
ategory-forming capacity to a degree that has no parallel 
mong other creatures, but nevertheless, at its very roots, 
efore the individual's language capacity has become 
laborated, category formation must be animal-like rather 
han human-like. At this basic level the individual (whether 
nimal or hu~~) i~ concerned only with very simple prob­
~ms: the d1stmct1on between own species and other, 
lominance and submission, sexual availability or Jack of 
vailability, what is edible and what is not. Jn a natural 
nvironment distinctions of this sort are all that are neces­
ary for individual survival, but they are not sufficient 
\rithin a human environment. For human (as distinct from 
lllimal) survival every member of society must Ieam to 
listinguish his fellow men according to their mutual social 
tatus. But the simplest way to do this is to apply trans­
'ormations of the animal level categories to the social 
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cla5:5ificatio? of human beings. This is the key Poi . 
Levi-Strauss Structuralist approach to the classic a. 0: 
pological theme of Totemism. lltr 

It is a fact of empirical observation that human be: 
everywhere adopt ritual attitudes towards the anirna.1s' 
plants in their vicinity. Consider, for example, the sepa: 
and often bizarre, rules which govern the behaViaur. 
Engli_shme~ towards the creatures which they cla_ssir/ 
(i) wild animals, (ii) foxes, (iii) game, (iv) farm amrna.rs 
pets, (vi) vermin. Notice further that if we take· 
sequence of words: (ia) strangers, (iia) enemies, (iiia) frier 
(iva) neighbours, (va) companions, (via) criminals, the t 
sets of terms are in some degree homologous. By a I'll( 

phori~al usage the categories of animals could be_ (a 
sometime~ are) used as equivalents for the ca~ego_nes 
human bemgs. One of Levi-Strauss' major contnb_utions 

. 0 ur understanding has been to show how very widesp~ 
-5 this kind of socialisation of animal categories. The fa 
l I • • rhernse ves are well known but, in Levi-Strauss VJew, ti: 
11ave been mis~nderstood. 

The conventions by which primitive peoples use spec 
of plants and animals as symbols for categories_ of men, 

ot really any more eccentric than our own but, m a techr 
J1 gicallY re5tricted environment they become much me 
Jo bl d ' • ticea e an to scholars of Sir James Frazer's generatii 
~:eY seem_ed altogether extraordinary. So much so that a1 

cial eqmvalence between human beings and other ~atu.r 
50 ecieS ca~~ to be regarded as a kind of cult (totemism} 
5f' roto-rehgion appropriate only to people at a very ear 
~ pge of development. [t was recognised right from ti 
5!;;,1 rt that elements of 'totemic' behaviour occur even 
5t;;,1 11istica~ed cultures, but the earlier writers interprell 
,oP e details as archaic residues which had somehow 50 

clles d into our own day from the remote past. In the rnoi -.,re ... v1 eral pnmitive case 'totemism' was thought to pose 
iefliC problem of rationality. 
V;;,15 
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-yv'hy should sane human beings indulge in the 'super-
-ci 1:ious worship' of animals and plants? How can men come 

imagine that they are descended from kangaroos, or 
~:aJlabies, or white cockatoos? A great variety of possible 
1 0 swers to such questions were proposed. Van Gennep 
t ~ 920) was able to distinguish 41 different 'theories of 
1:e>temism' and more have accumulated since then. Broadly 
k;peaking they fall into two types: 
i i. Universalist explanations implying that totemic beliefs 
ka_ n.d practices indicate a 'childish' mentality which had once 
'been characteristic of all mankind. 
; ii. P~r~cularist explanations resting o~ the functionalist 
'propos1t1on that any totemic system will serve to attach 

1e:rnotion_al interest to animal and plant speci~s which are of 
econom1c value to the particular human soCiety concerned 
: a. rid will thereby tend to preserve those species from. tot l 
1 <l_estruction by human depredation. a 
I After the publication of Goldenweiser (1910) theorie 
: the first kind were barely tenable and thereafter, dow s of 

:c 962, the more worthwhile contributions to the sub~ to 
-VV-ere concerned with particular ethnographies-Austr Je_ct 
--Y-ikopia, Tallensi-rather than with universal truth aha, 
~adcliffe-Brown (1929) is a special case because it att • But 
"t.:o generalise the functionalist position; 'totemisrn• i empts 
t-.:-eated as a near-universal and is seen as the ritual s here 
Sion of interdependence between social order a e~Pres, 
~atural environment. ln a later essay Radcliffe-Brown the 
~arried ~his univ~rsalist thesis a good deal furthe~ (r9Sl) 
"1.ng special attenuon to the classificatory nature of ~ draw, 
::systems. Some features of this latter paper are so ll1 °ternic 
•structuralist' in style that it provided the trigger f arkea.1:y 
Strauss' _own contribution, Le Totemisme aujourd'hti~r l~vj, 
(Totem1sm (1964)]. <196i 

Levi-Strauss takes the view that the anthropologi ) 
have tried to isolate 'totemism' as a phenomenon su~ts Wh 
"have deluded themselves; considered as a religiou~ 8etie,.? 

syst s 
~ln 
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:toternism' is an anthropological mirage; even so, the~ 
Ject d_esen•es our dose attention because totemic beliefs; 
practices exemplify a universal characteristic of hur:-

_ rhought. • 
Levi-Strauss' account does not add anything of sig:_ 

cance to our understanding of Australian totemism, but 
re-appraisal of Radcliffe-Brown's arguments makes it m:. 
easier to understand how the seemingly bizarre thou_ 
categories of the Australian aborigines arc related 
c~tegory systems with which we are more familiar. l 
crux of his argument is that totemic systems always ~ 
body metaphoric systems of the sort indicated above ~P- _ 
This metaphor formation is discussed in greater detad I'" 
in this chapte: (pp. 46-9). Incidentally it was _with_ re 

ce to 'totem1sm' that Levi-Strauss came up with his o 
en xnmar)' of what constitutes the essence of structura 
su chod which I have quoted already at p. 25. Note in J 
~e Jar his seeming contempt for the "empirical phe 
pctJ on"- The "general object of analysis" is conceived ; 
~e:;i of algebraic matrix of possible permutations and c:, 
j.::11'1 -005 located in the unconscious "human mind"; 
pi1'13 ~cal evidence is merely an example of what is poSSi 
ero'f'1 saJlle preference for the gener<!lised abstraction 
,rtJ15 red with the empirical fact occurs again and a~ 
cot111'3110ut Levi-Strauss' writings. Mind you, that is 
f'Jfot1[evi-Strauss ~imself_ sees_ the si_tua~on. I;e <:;one~ 

t:: 0 vi,,r human mind" as having obJective existence· . 
ti f ••tl1~i,ute of human brains. ~e <;:an ascertain attr-i~l 
0 .1:1 co' puman mind by invesngat.mg and compc:i.r-· • 
~f'J 1;1,iS products. The study of "empirical phenon-:i 10~ 
0 £ l ctJt';il e55ential part of the process of discovery b en~ 
c•-'._,s ;J~eaJIS tt ankend.ll . . . Ut .. 
-r:.P J :i us go ac to Rousseau s v1s1on of Man 
0~7 .... i; JCv.nril a few years ago it was custom fa tall,_; 

p .:iJ· to draw a very sharp distinct1·0 b aiy or antl: -:.~ .,.,cs • ed. . n etween c It 
~,_r g_P ,JS conceiv of as exclusively h u l. 

:;,,0 t';' ti -v-1 uman, and Natt.i 
~pie 

4~ 
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rhich was common to all anima_ls, including man. This 
istinction, according to Leslie White: 

"is one of kind not of degree. And the gap between the 
two types is of the greatest importance - -.. Man uses 
symbols; no other creature does. An organ_1sm has the 
ability to symbol or it docs not, there are no intermediate 
stages" (White, 1949: 25). 

n his earlier writings, though less emphatically in his later 
mes, Levi-Strauss reiterates this view. The special marker of 
,ymbolic thought is the existence of spoken language in 
.vhich words stand for (signify) things 'out there' which are 
;ignified. Signs must be distinguished from triggers. Anirnals 
::>f all kinds respond mechanically to approppate signals• 
this process does not entail 'symbolic thought'. In order to b' 
able to operate with symbols it is necessary first of all t e 
be able to distinguish between the sign and the thing :1 
signifies and then to be able to recognise that there i lt 
relation between the sign and the thing signified. This _a 
the cardinal ch~racteristic which di~~nguishes hu~ 15 

thought from animal response-the ab1hty to <listing .an 
A from B while at the same time recognising that A an~sh 
are somehow interdependent. B 

Th~s distinction can be put in another way. When 
individual acts as an individual, operating upon the \'V an 
outside hims~lf-e.g. if he uses a spade to ~ig ~ hole in °:ld 
ground-he 1s not concerned with symbohsation, but he 

1 tnoment some other individual comes onto the scene the 
action, however trivial, serves to communicate inforrne":ry 
about the actor to the observer-the observed detai}ation 
interpreted as signs, because observer and actor are t a:re 

! lation. From this point of view the animals in any hun :te­
' environment serve as things with which to think (bo man 

Q penser).UI lllles 

, When Levi-Strauss poses for himself the seemingly . 
unanswerable puzzle of how should this faculty for ~: 
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bolic interpretation come into being, he finds his answcc,­
an adaptation of ideas borrowed from Durkheim and -
immediate pupils. Certain binary concepts are par: ... 
plan's nat_ure-e.g. men and women are alike in one~~ 
yet opposite and interdependent in another; the right t:-• 
and the left hand are, likewise, equal and opposite 'll 
related. In society, as it actualJy exists, we find that s--. 
natural pairs are invariably loaded with cultural significz~ 
-they are made into the prototype symbols of the & -_, 
and the bad, the permitted and the forbidden. Furtherrn • • 
in society as it actually exists, individuals are social :r 
50ns who are 'in relation' to one another, e.g. as fathc::­
son or as e?1ployer to employee. These individuals ~~ 
municate with one another by 'exchange'; they exchc.e-. 
words, th~y exchange gifts. These word~ and gifts c2 
municate mformation because they are signs, not beC-: 

heY are things in themselves. When an employer pays 
~ages to an_ employee, the action si9nilies the re_Iative st..: 

f the parties to the transaction. But, according to L 
~rrauss (if I understand him correctly), the ultimate .'b 

J11boH_c exchange which provides the model for all. 
~y tiers .is sexu~l. The incest taboo (which Levi-St.r-. o:,.011eo1;1sly claims to be 'universal') implies a capacit: 
e _5 t:i11gu1sh between women who are permitted and WC> 
0 1110 are forbidden and thus generates a distinctio~ 
~ een wo-?1en of the category wife and women of 
-,;vV egoTY s1s~er. The basis of human exchange, and n _ 
c~t basis of symbolic thought and the beginning of '::t 
-,;Jle .11 the uniquely human phenomenon that a Illa c1;1 • 
Jje5 1 tablish relationship with another man by me ll i.s 
-,;O eS :inge of women. I shall come back to thi <llls ~ 
e?'cJ1 tcr 6. s aga:. -l 
c;t>;if't Jet me take up once more my earlier . 

J3tl 55 seem~ to be more interested in a f01:t that .-:_ 
5t:t'~fes than 1? th_~ empirical facts. His -~ a_ ge ~a of p <I:: 
~jJJ ~ctual social life individuals are col st1flc:-1t1on is ~ 
JfJ mmumcating "''-

~ 
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1e another all the time by elaborate combinations of signs 
-by Words by the clothes they wear, by the food they 
:t:· ?Y the ~ay they stand, by the way they arrange the 
_rniture of a room and so on. In any particular case there 
'l 11. be a certain discoverable consistency between be­
tVlours at these different levels; e.g. in England, members 
~ the Upper Middle Class living in Kensington will adopt 
tr 1 eac:h of the 'codes' I have mentioned, quite a different 
1;:: e frorn members of, say, the working class in Leeds. 
~ t any particular empirical case is only one alternative 
t~::'- a whole set of possibilities, and, acco:~ing to Levi­
ti t Uss and his followers, we shall gain additional insigh 
icl O ~he empirical cases which we have observed by co t 
ta~ting their relationship to the possible cases Which ::­
\ e not observed. e 
:ie>At this point it is necessary to make something of a dig 
b 11 • Levi-Strauss' ideas about how human beings are res_ 
'.t;. Communicate through symbols are a development thle 
!t~U~e?ts originally developed by specialists in struql"ol"l) 
!~ t ~Uist1cs and semiology (the theory of signs). But llra.1 
~te~ have used a very varied and confusing terrninol th~ 
I\ ~ It may help if I try to sort out some of the equivale 0 &:y 
lg he first basic distinction is that of de Saussure be nts. 
~~&uage (Jangue) and speech (parole). 'The English lan~eell. 
~ llotes a total system of word conventions and u cl.&~• 
li: ~rn the point of view of any particular individual spsc1.~es. 
~ ls a 'given', it is not something he creates for hi ea~e; 
~ e parts of the language are available for use, butlllse1:1:. 
~ ~ not: have to be used. But when I, as an individual the:y 
frii_ Utterance I use 'speech'; I select from the total ' llla,~ 
1~ 'the language' certain words and grammatica~Yste~ 
:~ ~tu:ions and tones and accents, and by placing thes C:<;):t'\ 
al\ .:\tticular order l am able to transmit information hf! it\ '. 
d ; lterance. Y ll)_ .:\ 
~ 't There is a close, but not exact, equiv~Ience be :V-
P ; ~e distinction language and speech, as specified abov~~~ .... 

• qt\~ 
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the information theory distinction between code anc~ 
sage. _If _we, in f~ct, think of a spoken languag~ ~! ~, 
then 1t 1s a particular kind of code-namely it 1 er:~ 
made ~p of sound elements. But there are many 0 ~ 0{ 

of possible codes. As I suggested just now, we use c ..: 
a code, or kinds of food, or gestures, or postur~,5 ~1 

on. Each such code is 'a language' (in de Saussu; we 1 

and the sum of all such codes i.e. the Culture 0 

yjdual actor is also 'a language'. . tJtiS. 
Now the verbal boxes which I have used in f od' 

ment, e.g. 'sound elements', 'clothes', 'kinds ~f ed jr. 

JurnP things together because they are assoc1-:1t , ,1 

minds as somehow similar in function or 'meanin~c' ;1 

when I make a verbal utterance and transrrtl t,P: 
35 e-"the cat sat on the mat"-the elements areJ;1J1f 
sag ether in a chain as a result of the rules o~ the Jf!S' 
t:0 ~ not because they are in any way similar 1n t:hC af 
,.:i.JJ •5 js what I mean when I refer later to "sync 0 t 
'1""111 •ns"-they are chains formed by the appiicatioJl 
cJ-J.al 11 taX- Jl, 
of sY the same way, we need to distinguish the t 

Jilciation which tclJs us that roast turkey and~, 
¢5_0 :i-:en arc both 'kinds of food' (and therefore f'' 
cJ-Jlc JaJlgu~ge) from the rules of particular languageS 
o.Jle which may specify, for example, that in ~­
i;vt'es) peef should be eaten in association with yof~ 

0 ;;ist. g or, to be more complex, that a menu consi5tl 
$" tlad1Jl kCY followed by flaming plum pudding and I 
J? ;;1st ~ably indicates that it is Decem:i,er 25th. 
$"£;es pr readers are likely to find this use of' t:he 
..-7J:.. ,r~JlY , to refer to non-verbal forms of co.....,, •c 
T JV> age . • .. n-i unJ ,-,CtJ Jl~t confusmg and matters arc not made an gi' 
1J~ &ev'I t that Barthcs (1967), who present 6 ea eJ 

,o e fa:r~Jjst. argument with relative cJari~ t e g5 
i;V - ,ct re.rmmology. On p. 47 I give a d" y> use 
if v J'Jer . h B h mo 1fied v • fl 5 o' 1"1Jt1C art es employs to exp] • ers10 f1 

~,:i 1e . am the rel a t:iO 
-t:~v 

,46 



The Human Animal and his Symbols 

~":(!en metaphoric (paradigmatic) and metoI?-y_mic (syntag­
e tic=.) uses of non-verbal signs. ln the ongmal Barthes 

s t:he term system in two different senses, firstly to 
~te what I have referred to above as 'a language' and 
I l'ldly to denote the 'parts of speech' of such a language, 
I 
•n. t l c\gm and System 
~t"t\ 
lf~Q.J~arthes t967 : 63 . [fhe words in square brackets have been 
I f'----___ t_A) 

+___ S~ [Parts of speech: 
(B) 

::h-. ........._ · nouns. verbs, etc.) 
~~~nt S-

Syntagm (Sentence.)-

a, .... ... ~....... et C?f pieces, parts or 
·•~ • 11 detail<; which cannot be 

. . . ----Juxtapos1t1on m the 
same type of dress of 
different elements: 
skirt-blouse-jacket. 

:o~,·.,.\J.)age) w 
"-, orn at the same time on 

the same part of the body, 
and '-Vhose variation 
~~rresponds to a change in 
u1e-rneaning of the 

I 

I I 

'?---... clothing: toque-bonnet-

~
~~,-------;h::-o_o_d_.:•..:e:.:t:::.c·:_ _____________ _ 

"'t Set of foodstuffs which have Real sequence or~ 

\~~~~g-~) a~ nities or differences. chosen during a meal~ 
~ "'~J ~lthin which one chooses a this is the menu. • 

dish in view of a certain 
I tneaning: the types of 
~ I en tree, roast or sweet. 
~ \ A restaurant 'menu' actualises both planes: the 

horizontal reading of the entrees, for instance, 
corresponds to the system, the vertical reading of th 
rnenu corresponds to the syntagm. e ~f~ 

'1[~!:liture 
t~-.._"te......... Set of 'stylistic' varieties Juxtaposition of the 
f,~\~ •u of a single piece of different pieces of 
I : l::l~~age] furniture (a bed). furniture in the salll. 
JAi. J space: bed-wardrob 
7i~ table, etc. C-... 
l"•'-1:~1'.-
t\~~~ ltec- Variations in style of a single Sequence of the deta· 
.r.._'\h~'tn.._., element in a building, at the level of the "'his 
~" .•i ~ •• , various types of roof, building. O\~ 

f'~_g_c_1 __ b_a_1c_o_n_y_._h_a_11_. e_t_c __________ _ 

--------
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i.e. _the ~ets of objects which correspond to the sets of ,., -
which, ma verbal language, we would distinguish as 'nc::: 
'verbs', 'adjectives', etc. I have modified his diagrar:­
writing the first of these usages "system" and the s~ 
system. In this schema the term syntagm, as applied t _­
assemblage of non-verbal signs, corresponds to sen r __ 
in a verbal language. 

The distinction between the Columns A and B in 
diagram is very important for any understanding of L 
Strauss' writings but he himself does not use this te_.r-­
ology. Where Barthes opposes system and synta9I7> _ 
corresponding contrasts in Levi-Strauss are metaphe>r­
metonymy or sometimes paradigmatic series and s .3-- _ 
matic chain (see e.g. p. 91 belo~)- Although the jar~ -
e"asperating the principl':s arc s1~ple. As Jakobson );::lo ~ 
metaphor (system, paradigm) relies on the recognit:i '-.::. 
·rnilarity and metonymy (syntagm) on the recognit:~ ~"'.:" 

51 . • (Jakobson and Halle, r956: 81). ~-
conngmty . tai·ns that in the analysis of ...,. 

Levi-Strauss main • ·"Yt: 
rimitivc thought generally, we need. to disti ~ 

of r:Jcen these two poles. For example, 1f We i ~~ _ 
be other world peopled by s~pernatural beings then ~ ~ _: 
an esent this other world m any number of w "'v-~ ~ 
repr • d f fi h f ays • .. ·ety of bu s, or o 1s es, or o wild animal • 
5oc1 ·1·k , d • h s, o:r- ~ 

f beings 1 c men, an m eac case we shall b ~ _ 
0 Th. kidf e .. etaphor. at 1s one n o symbolisation 8 4~-
~so another_ kind in which we rely on the f ac~t th~~ 
:1.1dienc_e, bemg aware of how a particular syn ta that: ~ 
tence) 1s formed. out of the elements of the Jtn (" ~ • 
o~nguage, code), IS ab!e _to recognise the whole bsyst:~~ 
sll0 wn only a part. This 1s metonymy. For exampl Y ¾i _­
_.,e use the formula 'the Crown stands ,, 5 . e, ~ .__ -
Y" 1 • g h 1or overe1gnt .... ~ -~re re ym on t e fact that a crown is · I Y v 
,with a_ particular syntagmatic ch . um~ue y associ~ ~ ~ 
. g whICh together f . ain of items of cl~ ~ 
JJ1 Jder, the Kin orm the uniform of a particular o l: ~ 
}lO g, so that, even when removed fro 1t'i, 

m t:1: 
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context of proper use, it can still be used as a signi~~r f~r 
the Whole complex. This metaphor /metonymy opposition 1s 
not an either/or distinction; there is always so~e «:le­
ment of both kinds of association in any communicative 
discourse but there can be marked differences of emphasis. 
As I have said "The Crown stands for Sovereignty" is 

I Primarily meto~ymic; in contrast, the concept of a "queen 

\ 

bee•· is metaphoric. 
AU this links up with a much earlier style of anthropo­

logi<:al analysis. Frazer started his classic study of p~rnitive 
lllagic: (The Golden Bough, Abridged Edn.: 12) with the I thesis that magical beliefs depend on t\vo types of (erron­
eous) rnental association : homeopathic mag~c, depending 
on a law of similarity, and contagious rnag~c, depending 
0 ? _a law of contact. Frazer's homeopathic/contagious 
distinction is practically identical to the Jakobson-LeVj__ 

l Strauss metaphoric/metonymic distinction, al!d the fac::t 
t~at Frazer and Levi-Strauss should both agree that thi 

Ind _of discrimination is highly relevant. fo_r an under~ 
1 standing of 'primitive thought' seems very s1gmficant. 

I ~ut how does all this tie in with Levi-Strauss' gener 1 , attitude to the process of symbolisation? a 
. Well_ first of all it needs to be appreciat~d that these tw 

dni:iensions-th __ e __ __!11etaR.!JoJ:ic_-par __ ~dig1_!.1~t_1~-lI_?_rmonic:.sill)? 
lar1 ~ axis on the one _ hand and the . metonymic-~y_iit./' 
1lli!!!~:__l'!}~l~dic-col!tc!gi<>_1.!_s __ ?~is __ QIJ. __ th_~_ oti}~r-~orresp0tl&, 
to the logical framework within which the vanous str cl 
tural triangles of Chapter 2 are constructed. For exainp1 \l?, 
We take Fig. 3 (p. 30), the Culture/Nature axis is •,.___ e, li' 

h • • d . . . ·••etc1. P one while the normal/transforrne aXIs 1s lllet ' 
mic'. But it is more immediately relevant in the Pre0 ll.y, 
context that, for Levi-Strauss, this same framework_ sell.t 
Vides the clue for our understanding of totemisn-t llt'~ 
n:1-Yth. Considered as individual items of _culture a tote~~Q 
ntual or a myth is syntagmatic-it con~ists of a scque l~ 
of details linked together in a chain; animals and n-tel\ _ll.c::~ 

qt'~ 
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apparently interchangeable, Culture and Nature ar . 
fused. But if we_ take a whole set of such rit:uaJ: ~ 
myths and supenmpose one upon another, then a ,. 
digmatic-metaphoric pattern is seen to emerge--i/t 
comes apparent that the variation~ of what happens toe 
animals are algebraic transformatwns of the varia tioru. 
what happens to the men, as in the example on p. ".le>. 

Alternatively we can operate the otl1er way ro'Und 
e start with a particular sequence of custon-i ~ , 

;: viour we should regard it as a syntagm, a specia..J O ; 
; ordered relations among ~ set of ~ultural Oclcinie, , 

0 • h in itself, is just a residue of history. If ~e tJ 
,wbJC 3 ' special case and con~ider the arrange'!1ents he~. : 
5uch m onent parts algebra1~a~ly we can arrive at t:he \·II I 
j'CS co P theme and vanatJons,-a set of Pa:t- t~ 
5ysternho:s) of which our sp~cial case is just one e>c:_ a.. digt 
(tJ'letaP. bring to our attennon all sorts of other a..~p ; 
,rJ1iS will d we can then take another Joo1<; Pe>.ssit i 

rjari011\:1n data to see if these other variations ~ "t: (I , 

"':nflograpt;~Y do then we shall have confirmed t~ C::-- ~l..lal 
e ccllr- I~orrcsponds to some deep rooted orga11is ~ ~ 0 : 
0 1geb~a.le in human brains everywhere. q 't:-.:fo:,t _· 
;:i ,-it1c!P sounds plausible in theory but there are two, , 
P 'fl1fmcu1tics which turn out to be of major imp0 :r ~-1'"3'; 
-ctt1 fi:st is that, in the final stage of this process, it i t:a..-Qct • f pe 1<e it appear that the theory and the evider"l s: ~as, 

0 111;er, but the contrary is difficult to demons;"e tJ 
.,-; 0 gt:;' al positivists can therefore argue that Levi~s-r:~ ~q re 
.,-; 0 g1c:es are more or less meaningless because, in th~ q \..l.s:s' 1;,e01~is, they cannot be rigorously tested. _ lc1.st 

.,-; :(J;:1,JY second difficulty is to understand just what 1s ll"l 
f:J -(Pc total system, "the general object of analysis•• ~~nr 

J t:lle rhe ultimate algebraic structure of which partic::,l.l See 
V.7 -7-5 ), 1 products are merely partial manifestations. WQ l ar .. 
.f'i)J!~rastructure located? This is a question which m~y ';_~ : 
C c:fl15 about all cultural systems. Where is 'a sp0 J.c "-'C' ; 
J&J'eo ~ 
t7,? 

5P 

.... 



The Human Animal and his Symbols 

language'-in de Saussure's sense (p. 45)--lo:ated? _Th~ 
language as a whole is external to any part:tcular 1nd1-

vidual; in Durkheim's terminology, it is part of the collec­
tive consciousness (conscience collective) of all those who 
speak it. . 

But Levi-Strauss is not much concerned with the col­
lective consciousness of any particular social system; his 
quest rather is to discover the collective unconscious of 
"the human mind" (]'esprit humain), and this should apply 
not merely to speakers of one language, but to speakers of 
all languages. 

His endeavour sometimes leads him to make statements 
which suggests that the mind has an autonomy of its own. 
which operates independently of any human individual • 
For example : • 

Nous ne pretendons done pas montrer comment 1 
hommes pensent dans Jes mythes mais comment ts 
mythes se pensent dans Jes hommes, et a leur insu (C.c e~ 
20). • • 

there are two published English versions of this passa 
:x) "W ge: e are not, therefore claiming to show how men th. 

the ~yths, but rather how the myths think thernsei1nl<._ 
~ut m men and :Without men's knowledge."('1:".F.S.: 56 Ves 

2 ) I therefore claim to show, not how men thmk in tn.) 
bu_t how myths operate in men's minds without [;~s 
bemg aware of the fact.' (R.C.: r2) e1i.-

The French is ambiguous. "Comment Jes mythes se Pe 
dans Jes l1ommes" might be translated "how myth llsellt: 
thought in men", which would reduce the degree of s a:i-e 
nomy implied. The issue of autonomy is_ i1:1portant. ~\J.t~­
Strauss appears to regard cross-cultural vanattons of cu.i ev1_ 
phenomena--especially myth-as self-generate? top0 10 t~:i-a l 
distortions of a common structure. As i1lustrat1on, he l" &1c::a1 
to D' Arey Thompson's discussion of the shapes of fish (~!~l"s 

.--..N. 
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606)13• The presumed autonomy implies that Lcvi-5~ 
can ignore the cultural context of particular variants; : 
mechanism which generates the observed differences is :­
that of adaptive evolution or functional relevance. : 
simply matl1ematical permutation. The nature of --: 
human mind', which functions as. a kind of randomis 
computer to generate these permutations "without be_ 
a'\-vare of the fact", is left obscure. The heresy of u 
Strauss' Anglo-Saxon critics-the "empiricists" of footr. 
11-is that they start off by assumi_ng ~hat any I?cal v~ 

. 11 of a structured form, whether m biology or In cult-. 
~ 1functionally adapted to the local environment, so that: 
JS only claim to understand the local peculiarities after 
cart taken into account the local environmental circ 
pave 5 For such critics, playing noughts and crosses ,-
sta:nc~ ·ical diagrams is not enough. _ 
rop01 gevcr, Levi-Strauss firmly repudiates the sugg _ 

t--IoW is an ideaJist, so we have to assume that th es 
llat J1e tcrious operations of 'the human mind' \ c _sc 

t p::it rnY; arc processes which take place in the Vhic_:::} 

~5ct1lll~e of the brain. So the implications of his a ~ rd.1.:r 
J? i,st.:IJJ pc something like this: igur-:. 
st.l eril t~e course of human evolution man has d 
5 e t,, ac·t t . eve},...__ 

!fl Jljque cap 1 Y_ o commumcate by means of lan -
J'Je v ·gns and not JUst by means of signals and t . ~ 

t:: ,,,_cl s;ses- In order that he should be able to do t~?g~ 
:fl e5Po 5.1rY that the mechanisms of the human brain (1s ~ 1 
f' ece;0 not y~t understand) should embody certa. w.h_ 
i, v- makmg +/ d" • - in ca, ,¢/e for - 1stmct10ns, for treating the b" ~ 

jde5 r11us ~o~ed ~s related couples, and for manipu]~n~ 
C tJjJ'5 •reiat~ons as m a matrix algebra. We know that~ 
~ e5e 11 pra1_n ca_n ?0 this in the case of sound patterns ~◄ 
,c;P .-1'1,t r~l Imguist1cs has shown that th· • (b ' E, 

v-Jr ttl • • I 1 IS 15 one Ut on ' p .;C 5sentla e ement in the format" f - • 
cf e can th c ion ° meanmgf-

17 ~e) 11 : we 1 ere,ore postulate that the human br..,, ~ or eC jn muc 1 the 5 h . ~ .. :i: e ,es ame way w en It uses non-verb.,.-
17/7 ei-:i 
oP 
5~ 
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elements of culture to form a 'sign language'_ and tha~ the 
Ultimate relational system, the algebra itself: 1s_ an attribute 
Of human brains everywhere. But-and this 1s where the 
:metaphors and the metonymy come in-we also know. not 
only from the way we can decode spee~h but more par­
,ticularly from the way we apprehend music, that the human 
1brain is capable of listening to both harmony and melody 
:at the same time. Now the associations of sounds in har-
' tn.ony-an orchestral score read vertically up and down 
ithe page--is metaphoric. In terms of the diagram at p. 47 
',the notes belong to the system of sounds which can be 
1tn.ade by all the assembled orchestral instruments. But the 
•1 sequence of sounds in a melody-an orchestral score read 
\ horizontally across the page-is metonymic. In terms of 
': ~he diagram, the notes form a syntagmatic chain derived 
' 1n sequence from one instrument at a time. So it is Lev· 
Strauss' bold proposition that the algebra of the brain c:: l­
be represented as a rectangular matrix of at least two (ban 
llerhaps several) dimensions which can be 'read' up \l.t. 
ti~wn or_ si~e to side like the words of a cross~word 'Puz:nc::t 
l-hs thesis is that we demonstrably do this with sound l~. 
t?e way we listen to words and music) therefore it is ins \ll'l. 

~ , s1cally probable that we also do the same kind of thing .....,.\ll'l.­
\Ve convey messages by manipulating cultural eaten ~n 
Qther than sounds. <:>Ol'i~ 

This ~s :in extreme reductionist argument but on 
face of 1t it should help to explain not only how C'll\ t.h_~ 
symbols convey messages within a particular cultural ll\ ~<:\l 
but ?ow th~y convey messages at all. The _strucl'l.l/li~Q. 
relations which can be discovered by an~ysmg tn.ate~. ~1: 
drawn from any one culture is an algebraic transfol°ll\ ~<'ll:s 
of other possible structures belonging to a c~mmon s atl.C>Q. 

, ~ this common set constitutes a pattern w~1ch refl~~t ~(;\_ 
attribute of the mechanism of all human brains. It is a ts ¾ 
conception; whether it is a useful one may be a rnat~t-q_l\.-'ll 

. . " Ct- ....._ 
opinion. • ~t: 



4 The Structure of Myth 

Levi-Strauss on Myth has much the same fascination 
Freud on the Interpretation of Dreams, and the same k 
of weaknesses too. A first encounter with Freud is use. 
persuasive; it is all so neat, it simply must be right_ 
then you begin to wonder. Supposing the whole Freu.: 
argument about symbolic associations and layers of , 
scious, unconscious and pre-conscious were entirely r 
would it ever be possible to prove that it is false? A.­
t;he answer to that question is 'No', you then have to 

ourself whether psycha:-a1~alytic arguments .about sy~ 
forrnation and free assoc1anon can ever be anything b 
-i-.aJ1 clever talk. 
v• evi-Strauss' discussions about the structure of 

L tainly very clever talk; whether they are r ri 
~re ce;han that still remains to be seen. eally 
J'llore th is an iJI defined _categ~ry. Some people MJ' as if it meant fallacious history-a story bus~ 
v'for which we know to be false; to say that a 0 u "t:: 
p;;ist nical' is equivalent to saying that it d"d ;i_n ev-~r 
•tl'l>'\neological usage is rather different. m ;h ~ t hap.l 
-1"'J1~ 11 of religious mystery-"the expr • . Y 15 a fo~ 

rJO • • • esswn of unob 
1~., reahties m terms of observable h ~~ 

Je ) . ) Th· P enomena" (S L ~1' 0 (1953 • 47 • 1s comes close to th th c .. :i.~ 
_,i!l • w that " h • e an ropolo -~ - J Vle myt 1s a sacred taJ ,, ~ 

v5o; we accept this latter kind fed. . . 
1 itY of myth is not that it is rafs efimtwn_ t~e spe<::: 

v;;i1 for those who ber b . e but that It is divil':l 
4.,.oe ...-be distinction th1eveh.. ut fa!ry-tale for those who ~ 
-C> r J • at )Story IS tru d . ' 

O"' ite arbitrary. N 1 e an myth 1s fcl.] 
~ q~s of tradition bear y al! human societies possess 
;;off' a out their own past. It starts, as ~J 
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Bible starts. with a story of the Creation. This is i:ecessar~ly 
'mythical' in all senses of the term. But the Creation stones 
, are followed by legends about the exploits o_f cul~re 
heroes (e.g. King David and King Solomon), which_ might 
• have some foundation in 'true history', and these m turn 
'1 lead on to accounts of events which everyone accepts as 
1\ 'fully historical' because their occurrence has been inde-

\ pendently recorded in some other source. The Christian 
New Testament purports to be history from one point of 

•\ View and myth from another, and he is a rash man who 
1' seeks to draw a sharp line between the two. 
, I Levi-Strauss has evaded this issue of the relation between 
I myth and history by concentrating his attention on 
! "societies with no history", that is to say on peoples like 

the Aus?"alian Ab?rigines and the tribal peoples of Brazil 
W~o thm~ of their own society as changeless, and_ con­
c~ive of time p1:e~ent as a straightforward perpetuation of 
time past. In LeV1-Strauss' usage, myth has no location i 

( c~ronol?gic~l time, bu~ it does have cer~ain characten~ 
1 1 tics which it shares with dreams and fairy-tales. In p 

', ticul?r, the distinction between Nature and Cult~re Whi:~ 
I ; dommates normal human experience largely d1sapp 
I I In Levi-Straussian myth men converse with anima1:ars. 
! I marry animal spouses, they live in the sea or in the sk_or 
~ ' they perform feats of magic as a matter of course. Y • 
9 1 Here as elsewhere Levi-Strauss' ultimate concern is \Vi 
~ "the unco11sci,Qus_natur«:..._of collective phenomena" (S.A_th. 
~ 18). like Freud he seeks to discover pnnciples of tho ·: 

formation which are universally valid for all hu\J.ght 
:, mind~. These universal principles (if they exis~) are 0 ;1-ati. 
" tivc m our brains just as much as in the brains of S el'a_ 

American Indians, but in our case the cultural trainin °\J.th. 
;, have received through living in a high te~hnology so~-"'-'~ 
~ and through attending school or univers1o/ has ovel";e~ 

the universal logic of primitive thought with all killq <1.\q 
S Of 
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special logics required by the artificial conditions of = 
social cnvi_ron!11e~t. If we are to get at the primitive c­
versal logic, m its uncontaminated form, we need 
examine the th~u~ht processes of vei·y primitive, tec~­
JogicaIIY unsoph1st1cated, peoples (like the south Am~n': 
Indians), and the study of myth is one way of ach1e,-.: 

hiS end-
t Even if ,~e accept_ the g~ner~l proposition that ~h< 

t: be a k~nd of universal mbmlt logic of a -?on-~atio: 
~ us which 1s shared by all humanity and which is rn; 
J<JI'ld .fest in primitive mythology, we are stiII fa':ed ,, 
J'l'lan1 methodological difficulties. Mythology . (in L 
J'l'lanY , sense) starts out as an oral tradition associated ,, 
50-a~5 ~ 5 ritual. The tales themselves are usually tr.;: 
:reJigJ~ in exotic la_nguages at en~rmous length- By the tj 
__...jt:t:e ecome available to LeVI-Strauss, or to any o, 
.-~eY. D analyst, they have been written down and 
t:l'l vto-1'e.0 abbreviated form, into one or other ~ 
vV0 ,i,eO, 1 European languages. In the process the of 
5C~1 ,:J'loJ'l 001pletely divorced from their original l" Y _ h 
cO~ ,:J'le c'"[nis is just as true of the stories whi ~ 11&:i 
pec~e"\Hscusses in Mytho/09iques as it is of the ~ l:..oe 
co-rt v,, and Rome_ ?nd Ancient Scandinavia with Yths 
5de~ece Jllore _fam1har. Even so, Levi-Strauss asserts'W"h. 
-/'.-,: fe . WJII have ret • d h .. ,. v :.J r1es. . ame t e essential sc:ru ~ 
-¢le ,t:Oerisncs wbh1ch_ t~ey possessed in the first pJ Ct:t..z_ 
pe :,1ct e go a out 1t m the right _ace~ 

~p:,J{ j{ ;',;1sculhated stories can still b:":Za: ~~~fc~7"b5 ?.n. 
"""~ e -Jlg c aracteristic f • 1 t ~, -t:-v e!5e 1101 . s O a universal primitive • 
V t.i-1 1 JogIC- no.:: 

.,:; vv 11:,1 1uation of su h • 
0 .,:;,O v~ o erati c an improbable credo can onJ 
~~ 0v~J 1J1 of anafn~J terms. If, by applying Levi-st!a° h 

#e!5,jqtle!teria1s, Jes:r to an actua! body of anthro::::. 
~ c!'1;it J11ot have before e able to ~rn_ve at insights Whic}-, 
i:i$1~jd J1 other related , anh d these _ms1ghts throw i1Iumin~ 
~e ofl et nographic facts, which We hac1 

,of'-
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ot considered in the first instance, then we may feel 
1at the exercise has been worth while. And let n1_e 
~y at once that, in many cases, there is a pay-off of this 
ind. 
"fhe problem, as Levi-Strauss sees it, is roughly t?is. If 

ve consider any corpus of mythological tales at th<:1r face 
·~l~e we get the impression of an enormous vane~ of 
nvial incident, associated with a great deal of repetition. 
md a recurrent harping on very elementary themes: 
~cest between brother and sister or mother and son, patri­
::ide and fratricide, cannibalism ... Levi-Strauss postulates 
that behind the manifest sense of the stories there must be 
~other non-sense (cf. p. 32 above), a message wrapped up 
ln code. In other words he assumes with Freud that a 
lllYth is a kind of collective dream and that it should be 
capab~e of interpretation so as to reveal the hidden meaning . 

. Levi-Strauss' ideas about the nature of the code and the 
kind of interpretation that might be possible have several 
sources. 

The_ first of these comes from Freud; myths express un­
consc~ous wishes which are somehow inconsistent With 
C~>ns_c1ous experience. Among primitive peoples the con­
tinu1~ of the political system is dependent upon_ the Pel"­
Petuation of alliances between small groups of kin. Thes 
alliances_ are created and cemented by gif:5 of Women~ 
f~thers give _away their daughters, broth<:rs give away theil" 
s1st~rs. B~t 1f men are to give away their women_ to serve 
social-political ends they must refrain from keeping these 
Women to themselves for sexual ends. Incest and exoga.tn 
~re therefore opposite sides of the same pe~my and th~ 
incest taboo (a rule about sexual behaviour) is the car ... 

l" • l ••Cl" stone of society (a struct~re of social _an? po ~tica_ relations) 
(See also Chapter 6.) This moral pnnc1ple implies thctt, i • 
the imaginary situation, 'the First Man' should have hac1 n 
wife who was not his sister. But in t:h~t case any s~ot-; 
about a 'First Man' or a 'First Woman mu5t contain a. 
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logical contradiction. For if they were brother and ii 
then we are all the outcome of primaeval incest, but, if~ 
were separate creations, only one of them can be the: 
human being and the other must be (in some sense) 0: 
than human: thus the Biblical Eve is of one flesh~­
Adam and their relations are incestuous, but the non-Bib'.> 
Lilith was a demon! a . 

Another 'contradiction' of a comparable kind is that; 
ncept of life entails the concept of death; a living C 

~o that which is not dead, a dead thing is that which iS 1 

15 .. ,e But religion endeavours to separate these two ahv • , 
. sically interdependent concepts so that w<: have Ill! 

tfl~ch account for the origin of death or which reprt' 
,whlth as 'the gateway to eter~al life'. Le~-Stra1;1ss has arf 
dea ,when we are considenng the umversahst aspect! 
t:h~t itive mythology we shall rel:'eatedly discover t:hat 1 

pJ'lJJl message is concerned _Wl th the resolution 0 { 1 

piddeO contradictions of this sort. The repet:it:· f 
,weJcO~~tions of mythology so fog. the issue thc1 t: 1 ~~-

J'e"~tl ·cal inconsistencies ~re lost sight of even \vh rY 
l' t,lC Jogt Iy expressed. In The Story of Asdiw-c1J. en I 
:l- e oPf;n for many people, the most satisfying of (IiJ 
~J' 11 jcl1 ~~says in myth analysis his conclusion is th all 
..,.r ~tJSS at:: 
5d 1 the paradoxes conceived by the native . 1 

,, p..1 .-.,ost diverse planes: geographic ?"11nd,. 
11e •·· d • economic se/. 

tP ·cal, a? _even cosmological, are, when all is s • . ; 
JO!P assimilated to that less obviou aid , 
.2o!le, . h m . s yet so real .-..1• 

c.> 1' w~1c arnage with the matrilateraI cousin a Y' 
o0 fails to resolve. But the failure • d ·u tteJ11~ 
..,tJt and ther . . is a m1 ecf in tr 
v vtflS, e precisely lies their function•• J, 
d\ ... B)· (G. 
i1 ••admission" • . 
t tfle eeds two Is of a complex kind and eve11 Lt'i1 

13v vS5 11 ho is 1 Pages of close argument to persuad ir.t 
... f~ (W a ready • • f e . 

!," ~oef that this is w i_n possession o all the r~levant: e( 
fe• ce) hat in fact the myths are saymg. 
aefl 

5i3 
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lne second major source of Levi-Strauss' thinking on this 
:ollic: comes from arguments taken over f;om t~e field ~f 
~eti.eral information theory. Myth is not 1ust fairy-tale, 1t 
~0 ti.tains a message. Admittedly it is not ve~y clea~ ':ho _is 
;ti.ding the message, but it is clear who 1s rece1vmg 1t. 

_he novices of the society who hear the myths for the first 
tilQe are being indoctrinated by the bearers of tradition 
~il tradition, which in theory at any rate, has been handed 
A ~\vn from long dead ancestors. Let us then think. of the 
~;estors (A) as 'senders' and the present generation (B) 

receivers'. 
is Now let us imagine the situation of an individual A who 
~ t?-ying to get a message to a friend B who is almost out of 
h <1.tshot and let us suppose that communication is further 
\\,~lnpered by various kinds of interference-noise from 
se1l\~, passing_ cars and so_ on. What will !'-- do_? If he is 
htsible he will not be satisfied with shouting his message 
\\, St once, he will shout it several times, and give a different 
\\,?tdin_g to t~e message each time, supplementing his Words 
~ 1th V1sual signals. At the receiving end B may very like} 
~ the meaning of each of the individual messages slight{ 
.:\.t\ ong, but when he_ puts _them togethe: the !edu~danci?s 
i.1:: Ii the mutual consistencies and inconsistencies win rnak 

9_uite clear what is 'really' being said. e 
~ Suppose for example that the intended message consists of 
~-elements, and that each time that A shouts across to ~ 
1::ffercnt parts of the message get obliterated by interferenc 
\..?rn. oth<? noises then the total pattern of what B rec:eiv e 
\~ll consist of a series of 'chords' as in an orchestra sc:0 ~ 5 
q~: e 

l 2 4 7 8 
2 3 4 6 8 

l 4 5 7 8 
l 2 5 7 

3 4 5 6 8 

S9 • I 

~ 



Levi-Strauss 

Levi-Strauss' postulate is that a corpus of rnytholo?): c 
stitutes an "orchestra score" of this sort. The collectl\1~ 

the senior members of the society, through its-rel!{ 
institutions, is unconsciously transmitting to the JU~ 

members a basic message which is manifest in the "SC(. 

as a whole rather than in any particular myth. _. 
Many social anthropologists of the more usua~ Ar:. 

American sort-the functionalists of whom LeYJ-Srr•: 
is so critical-are prepared to go along with him _so r: 
but they find his method far less acceptable when he1gnc, 
the cultural limitations of time and space. . 

In 'The Story of Asdiwal' which I have mentioned alre;. 
Levi-Strauss devotes 40 pages to the analysis of a sir; 
complex of myths precisely located in a particular culO: 
region and the result is entirely fascinating. But when, i 
Frazer, he roams about the ethnographies of the whole,~ 
picking up odd details of custom and sto re1t 
what he presumes to be a single unitary tnes ry t~ erf 
in the architecture of the human mind most s~ge rnh .. , 
admirers get left behind. Here is an ex~mpJ O his .BrI5• 
procedure: e of this Jar' 

"As in archaic China and c t . 
there was until recently a Ecr ain Amerindian •erl 
tailed the ritual extinction uropean custom ~~~ ~ 
domestic hearths preceded ~nd subsequent rek.iw d~: go 
instruments of darknes _Y fasting and b hn ID ,~ 
(M.C.: 35I). s (JlJstruments d y t e use)' 

es tenebre! 
The concept of "instru 
Century European cust lllen_ts of darkn ,, ~ 
and Easter Eve, the ord~lll In Which b ess refers to a rt''' 
'":'ere replaced by Vario Inary Church etween Good FrW>' 
dm from which w us Other n . bells were sil t anc 
the P d. • as sup OJse-pr d . en • 

ro igies ~nd ternf . Posea to ? ucing deYices we ' 
death of Chnst (M.c. ;1ng sounds ;~7ind the faithful of 
60 318). In the _ch accompanied the 

CJted quotation vM 
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uss has given this mediaeval European Christian cate­
• a world wide extension by using it to include any kind 
1rnsical instrument which is employed as a signal to 
k the beginning or end of a ritual performance. He then 
vs attention to the use of such signals in various situ-
1s where lights and fires are extinguished and rekindled 
1e beginning and end of a period of fast. And finally he 
es back to Europe and notes that "instruments of dark­
,, are used in contexts of the latter kind. The whole 
ment is circular since the universality of the con­
tion of "instruments of darkness" and fasting is already 
upposed in the operational definition of the terms 
toyed. 
:ry substantial sections of all four published volumes 
f ytholoyiques are open to objections of this kind and, 
e. frank, this grand survey of the mythology of the 
n_cas, Which extends to 2000 pages and gives details of 
different stories and their variants, often degenerates 
a latter day Golden Bough with all the methodological 
:ts which such a comment might imply. Levi-Strauss 
course well aware that he is open to criticism of this 
and in Mytholo9iques III (O.M.: II-12) he go_es to 

~ lengths to justify an astonishing claim that a Tukuna 
1 which is "impossible to interpret" in its native South 
rican context becomes comprehensible when brought 
association with a "paradigmatic system" drawn from 
nyths of North America. It seems to me that only t~e 
: uncritical devotees are likely to be persuaded by this 
ment. But, even so, the Structural Anal ~is of M. t 
rves our serious attention. Just what oes this exprcss10n 
11? 
h 11 • b d nstration but I must 

s a_ try to explam y. em~ tl a full exposition 
has1se two preliminary pomts. F1~f {pace; my skeletal 
1c method requires a great deal btletics of the tech-
11ples give no indication of the su 

/"/ ~ 61 
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nique. Secondly, Levi-Strauss' method is 
In England, Hocart and Lord Raglan mac 
same direction over forty years ago, sc 
folklorist Vladimir Propp (see V.P., 19t 
George Dumezil, one of Levi-Strauss' ser: 
the College de France, began to develop 
parallel to those of Levi-Strauss in quite a 
but the latter has carried the theoretical 
he is up to much further than any of the 01 

In Levi-Strauss' first essay on this topic 
uses, as one of his examples, a very abbrev 
the structure of the Oedipus story. This is 
few cases in which he has so far applied 
myth which is likely to be generally famili 
or American reader so let us start with that. 
I have followed Levi-Strauss fairly closely, c 
modifications at points where his argumen1 
]arly obscure.· 

He first assumes that the myth (any myth 
broken up into segments or incidents, and 
familiar with the story will agree as to what 
are. The incidents in every case refer to the 
tween ':11e ind~vi~u?I characters in the story, 0 
of particular mdiVI?uals. lt_i~these:relations 
which_ are th~ ~o~nts on which we need 
attention; the md1YiduaI characters h 
changeable. , as sue , a 

In the particular case . . 
following segments of a of the 01~1pus mythu 

5Yntagmauc chain: 
i. 'Kadmos seeks his . 
!~: 'Kadmos kills the ;:ter E~rope, ravished b. 
m. '!he Spartoi (the agon 
~0~1~g_the Dragon's lllen who are born <IS 
iv.' O!d_,pus kills his f teeth) kill one another' 
v. 01dipus kill ather Laios' 

s the s h· , 
62 p inx (But in fact, iz 
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the Sphinx commits suicide after Oidipus has answered 
the riddle) 
vi. 'Oidipus marries his mother Jokaste' 
vii. 'Eteokles kills his brother Polyneikes' 
viii. 'Antigone buries her brother Polyneikes despite pro­
hibition' 

Levi-Strauss also draws our attention to a peculiarity of 
three of the names : 

ix. Labdakos 
X. Laios 
Xi. Oidipus 

- father of Laios 
- father of Oidipus -

= 'Lame' 
- 'Left-sided' 
= 'Swollen foot' 

Levi-Strauss admits that the selection of these characters 
and these incidents is to some extent arbitrary, but he 
argues that if we added more incidents they would 
0nly be variations of the ones we have already. This is true 
enough. For example : Oidipus' task is to kill the Sphinx; he 
does this by answering the riddle : the answer to the riddle, 
according to some authorities, was-"the child grows into 
a~ adult who grows into an old man"; th_e Sphinx then com­
ln1ts suicide; Oidipus ('the child gr~~n mto an adult') then 
lnarnes his mother Jokaste; when ~1d1pus lea_r~s the answer 
t~ this riddle, Jokaste commits suicide and O1~Ipus puts out 
his own eyes to become an old man. So also, If we were to 
pursue the fortunes of Antigone, we should note that, hav-
1ng 'buried' her dead brother in defi~n~e of the command_ of 
her mother's brother K.reon), she 1s m tu~ _her~elf buned 
alive b K h ( ·ts suicide; her su1c1de Is followed y reon; s c comm1 • d I f b" th t f h b h d ousin Ha1mon an a so that o Ii . a ,o er etrot e_ c 

aunon s mother Euryd1ke, other version Haimon is B , Jn an , 
k' Ut where should we stop· Antigone bears Haimon a 
llled by the Sphinx· in another • d so on•·· 

son who is killed by Kreon an s' own skeletal version. He 
So let us stick to Levi:Stra~~ur columns, thus: 

Puts his eleven segments into 
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I II III 

(i) Kadmos-Europe 
(ii) Kadmos-Dragon 

(iii) Spartoi 
(iv) Oidipus-Laios (ix) Lame 

Lalx!Jl, 

(vi) Oidipus-Jokaste 
(v) Oidipus-Sphinx (x) L_eft-!i 

Laios 
(xi) swo'.:: 

footed 
Oidipt:! 

(viii) Antigonc-
Polyneikes 

(vii) Etcoklcs­
Polyneikcs 

He then points out that in each of the incidents in Colut' 
I there is a ritual offence of the nature of incest-'an 01-:" 

valuation of kinship'. This contrasts with tl1e incidentsi 
Column II where the offences are of the nature of fratricidl 
parricide-'an undervaluation of kinship'. In Column 1 
the common element is the destruction of anomafo~, 
monsters by men, whereas Column JV refers to :men hoi 
themselves to some extent anomalous monsters 1-I W I)ri-, 
Strauss introjects a general proposition based· ere ~i 
scale comparative ethnography of the Frazen· _on grJJ 

. . an kind: 
"In mythology 1t 1s a universal h 
born from the Earth that at th c aracteristic of Jfl~ • 
from the depth they either e moment they cmerf 
clumsily. This is the case of ~annot Walk or they w3l~ 
mythology of the Pueblo [t e chthonian beings in the 
. • • • and of] th K . ,, 

This: so he says, explains the . e WakiutI... , 
x, xi). peculiarity of the names (i,:, 

Anyway, the nature 
Column III is th t th of the ano 1 • 
story of the sow?- ey are half man ma ous monsters 111 
of the autoch ing of the dragon's -h~lf animal and tile . 
from the.eartto~;us Origin of man teeth implies a doctriJle ., 
Oidipus being Wi out human aid ;-the Spartoi were borJlf 

exposed at birth a. n contrast, the story o 
64 nd staked to the ground 
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was the origin of his swollen foot) implies that eve~ 
:h born of woman he was not fu\\y separated from his 
'al earth. 
d so, says Levi-Strauss, Column Ill, in which the mon-
are overcome, signifies denial of the autochthonous 
1 of man, while Column lV signifies the persistence of 
utochthonous origin of man. So lV is the converse of 
st as II is the converse of l \ ! 
this hair-splitting logic we end up with an equation: 

I : : Ill/IV 

.evi-Strauss maintains that there is m . 
ra. The formal religious theo of th ore to th1s than 
was autochthonous. The nrs{m e Greeks was that 
:ew from the earth as plants an was half a serpent, 
efore the puzzle that needs to b gro~ fr~m the earth. 

e so1ved is· 
ow to find a satisfactory tran . . . • 
d the knowledge that huma~1~ 0? between this theory 
1m the union of man and , eings are actual\ b 
n obviously cannot be sol ll'o;ian. Although thy orn 
les a kind of logical toolv~1;,the Oidipus In~prob­
)blem-bom from one O blch relates th . pro­
rivative problem: born f/ 0m from tw e 0nginal 
e same. By a correlation 0~m ?ifierent or ;-to the 

blood relations' is to , this type 'th 0rn from 
lations' as 'the attempt to the unde;ati e overrating 
lpossibility to succeed in ~.cape autochthng of blood 
1dicts theory, social life v~~i • Although e/nY_' is to 'the 
ity of structure. Hence co dates cosmol Penence con-

smology • ogy by its . . 
,e who think that all th' . lS true" 'S A srnu-
ment from Alice throu8

1hs 15 Vaguely ' • ·: 216).ia 
. C the l rernuf vrong. Lewis arrol\, in h' ooking G lScent of 

one of the originators 0f alter ego a lass Will n : • 
: upon which Levi-Strau.s t~e Pecuua: tn?thernat~~ 
puter technology are ali~ sian disco kind of b' ian, 

e <:onst Urse a d inary 
tucted I n modern 
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It must be admitted that, emasculated in this wa) 
argument almost ceases to be comprehensible, yet eve 
as at p. 32, the reader may suspect that behind the 
sense there is a sense. The reason why Levi-Strauss ha 
pursued his explorations of Classical Greek mytholo~ 
further seems to be that, in the somewhat bowdle: 
form in which these stories have come down to us, theJ 
too few parameters. The South American mYth0 

which has provided the main arena of his exploration:: 
many more dimensions. In particular he is there able to • 
that: 

1. sets of relationships among human beings in t: 
of relative status, friendship and hostility, sexual "' 
ability, mutual dependence 

may be represented in myth, either in direct or tran5{: 
form, as , 

~- relati~nships b:twe:n different kinds (species) of J 
animals, birds, reptiles, msects, supernatural beings 

f \ reldationships_ between categories of food and rn 
o oo preparation and the use f [ire 
p. 31) or non-use o 

4. relations between categori d sil~ 
produced either naturally as e_s of sound an ·fict 
by means of musical instrum anunaI cries or artl 

ents 
5. relations between cate . 

pleasant/unpleasant, swcet/!oones of smell and taSt: 
ur etc 

6. relations be • 
and b tween types of h d tJl'ldl 
cloth· e~een the animals and Urnan dress an 1 ·ell 

ing is derived Plants from w 11 
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7. relations between body functions: e.g. eating, excre­
tion, urination, vomitting, copulation, birth, menstrua­
tion 

8. relations between categories of landscape, seasonal 
change, climate, time alternations, celestial bodies ... 

or combinations of any of these frames of reference. The 
lllain purpose of his South American analysis is not merely 
~0i5how that such symbolisation occurs, for Freud and his 
t lowers have already claimed to demonstrate this, but 
0
1 show that the transformations follow strictly logical 

rues. 
w Levi-Strauss displays quite extraordinary ingenuity in the 
t ay he exhibits this hidden logic but the argument is ex-
rel~~ly complicated and very difficult to evaluate. 
of 1t possible to present a reduced model of such a system 

tnalysis and still convey the general sense? f 
h' n ~ls original article Levi-Strauss remarks at the epd 0 

lS bnef discussion of Oidipus that: 

"If ral a myth is made up of all its variants, structu 
an l · · Af ana\ys· . a Ysis should take them all mto account. ter e 
1n ·on w g all the known variants of the Theban versi ' the 
Should thus treat the others in the same way: first ,,e 
t l • • l di g Aga• ' a es about Labdakos' collateral lme me u n 1,0ut 
~ ·na entheus, and Jokaste herself; the Theban versio . J110 re 
;Ykos with Amphion and ~etos ~s the city f~ll:n:!'5•J11atri· 
e111ote variants concemmg D1onysos (Oidip 5 tak.eS 

lateral cousin) and Athenian legends where K:~:r chart 
the place of Kadmos. For each of them a ; 1;~rganiSed 
Should be drawn and then compared an 
according to the findings.•." (S.A.: 217). 67 
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The methodological programme applied tc 
materials in Mythologiques is a modification c 
Vol. r starts vvith a Bororo n1yth from South Arr: 
and explores variants and permutations. There 
emphasis on the theme that: "culinary op< 
viewed as mediatory activities between heaver 
life and death, nature and society" (R.C. : 64-
examincs more convoluted versions of the san 
and Vol. Ill pursues the chase into North Amer 
leads us the other ·way round. Starting with a 
the American North West (M.529)14, variants ever 
us back to South America. The emphasis on coc 
agent of transformation persists, but the title l' 
draws attention to the recurrent equivalenc< 
clothed = Nature/Culture. At the end of the 
Strauss claims to ha"':e demonstrated that the , 
agglomeration of stones fonns a single system 1 • h b - .t:i such an operation m1~ t e expanded indefinite} 
can be nothing heretical about applying the r 
game to the mythology of Classical Greece. Th 4 
striking American parallels for some ·well k ere ; 
themes (Hultkrantz, r957). nown 

In particular Orpheus, bein b . 
antitheses, seems positively t g . e~vily laden Wi 1 
vestigation: 0 mvite a Levi-Stra.t 

H~ is a son of gentle A • 
D1onysos, with whom h i!:;1Io but a foUowe.t" 
He rescues his wife fro e Comes identified. 
~f music but loses her 7:e the land of the dead h-

er footsteps behind him" cause of silcnce-"not: • 
He is a devoted hush 
homose 1- and y 
tract· . xua ity; his oracJ et the originator 

Itional source of femaJ: Was located on Lese 
68 homosexuality... l 
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the Orpheus-Euridike story is a structural Furthennore . 

permutation of the Demeter-Persephone story . 

Euridike the wife and Persephone the Virgin Daughter 
are both carried off to rule as Queen of the Undenvorld. 
Orpheus the husband fails to rescue his Wife and is sterile; 
Demeter the mother partially rescues her daughter and is fertile. 

Euridike dies in consequence of being bitten by a sn k 
while ending the sexual embrace, of Mst . h • e 
brother to Orpheus. The Punishrnent of Arist ~ 05: a}f. 
he loses his bees and hence his honey. aios lS that 
He recovers his bees by finding a sw . 
of a saa-ificed animal Wltich has b "'1n Ill the <>rtass 
to go P""id ll>stead of being 'Doke~• 8PeciaJiy allowed gods in the usual way. and burned f h 

• • or t e Persephone falls to achieve itnrn
0

l'ta}i . 

raw pomegranate seeds in the Otherty hecallse sh 
brother Demophoon nearly achiev . World; h e eats 
he eats nothing in this Wotld but is~ lllimol"taJity °;", fosie, 
ambrosia, a food of the gods relat ~ stead anoint ecallse 
to achieve inunortality beeau, • to honey ed With 
(Metaneira) drags him ftom fire .° his ...,

1
· lfe !,;ls 

cooked by Demeter. Who is SCe!c~ Whicq he . motlier 
mortal1ty. Persephone is luted mg to butn Is be;,, 
rant smell of fresh flowers to her do0h-. b a'Vay 1.. .& 

• • • • ••1 'j th Ills 
Already I have started enou h &· e fta of Levi-Strauss' niasnuni O g hares to fill 
Undoubtedly aware of the Pu,_ '.'1d out •Whole, 

' But the ordinary teader w/~">b111ije, (s '"'ho, him 0Iul>t, 
Classical tnYthoiogy ot or° Is "1t!'milia, ee ;"g. l.t.c: 'elf i, 
!tons of M Ytho1o81que, tan tte P<tmntar Wit1, tlie d., l1~,) 

ard.Jy be Ions i\nq etails o. 
e'tPett .:i c:oll1b· f 

e1.1. to d . ltia.. 
ec:1Phet 



Levi-Strauss 

such a rigmarole. So I shall attempt sorr 
modest. By follo"\-ving through a very re::: 

\ 
\ 

I 

Levi-Strauss· original plan (p. 67). I sh.: 
reader some feeling of how. in a Struct1. 
constrasted patterns of superficially diffe 
seen to fit together. It needs to be realisec 
any such truncated illustration we neces~ 
of the· subtler nuances of the technique. 

Within these limitations the analysj 
which discusses eight stories in outline an 
others in skeletal form. is in tended to il; 
the key features in Levi-Strauss Jli-ocec) 
stories are all summarised in the san-i 
roles of the various dramatis persona e 
tinguished. King. Queen. Mother. Pat:~ c 
Daughter. Son-in-law. Paramour etc: e:t­
permutations of a single 'plot•. • ai-~ 

The comparison rests on a basic unc1 
the effect that Greek mythology as a. (!l"}y 
single "system .. (language) and that: Wb_ 
is a syntagm of that "system" (see ec1ch 
a whole pr~supposes a certain met .P. "'18) 
of the relative positions f d ctpho.z-· 
matrix fanned by th O n:1':0 an a.n1- le 

e oppos1t1ons: ~ ... .1c1J~ 

ABOVE/BELow. 

NATURE WORLD/OTHJ::}l 

This schema is suin _ 
5. Other factors wtn~nsed in the diu 
(but. this would be hich are presupp~l'-'l.ll) cl 
myths were more lllore evident if 11 .S~Q . 
which have been h~0 lllpletc) are the 1.Y .-:1 1 .-

lUted . • tr '-le ... story on p. 68. 'Th at in my rern .:\ti_ _,.c 
e Cre k. <lt-L Sfa 

e deities Wet-C! ....:.s qb :t-
70 s 14 c::)-

~.l)c 
~ 



The Structure of Myth 
¾h uncooked foods-ambrosia, nectar, (?) honey-but 
they delighted in the smell of burnt offerings, thus BURN-
i>:G/PUTRJD ' ' SKY /UNDERWORLD. In tny Versions of 
~, myths the issue is blatantly •bout sex and hotnicide; in 
a fuller account it would be seen that this issue also appears 
in othe,- guises transposed onto other planes. Just how this 
"°'ks cannot be shown in brief ~Pace but the following 
generalisation by l.evi-Strauss denved Iron, his Atneric.n, 
•aterial may well apply to the Greek data also, 

"[there is] an analogy between hone 
b!ood. Both are transforined (€/oboree) y tnd tnenstrua] 
ing from a sort of infro-cuisine, Vegeta~u stances result-
... animal in the other. Moreover h 1n the one case 
healthy or toxic, iUst as a Won, ?ney tnay be either d• • • • h • b an 111 he ... 
Ilion ,s a 0 ney • ut Secretes a O• • normal con. 

dispos,d. Finally We have seen th P. Ison When she is • 
search for honey_ represents a so,"· in native thought ~­
the gu,se of erotic attrattion tr I of >eturn 

10 
N • t. e 

register to that of the , •nspo,"d fro "Ute, 1n 
the very foundations ofc: ensle of taste , .. h. hrn the se)(ua} 
long. In the same Way th h lf Itjs ind 

I 
n ermines u ture • . • •v le u d . 

to publi_c order if the bri~ai°"•J,·tn00n ~
1
ged hl for to

0 their pnvate &am, indeij • Pair •re ]] be a Inenace 
to society" (O.ivJ_ , 310). nsteJy and to n: owed to OJctend 

&leq their duties 
And if the relevance Of 
Obscure I can onJy r°"' all th;. to 
chatacte,s, Glaukos, "'n"'k 'ha, 00 "'ha, follow 
Dionysos was "%w0 •d ?f Min08 e of the Un s seen,, 
from a tomb! tn a ia, and broth '"•11t1oned 

Finally I should Point Of honey» "·in-Jaw to 
the analysis is no, tha, ?Ut tl,a, ti, 'hld rei,,,tn 
hut that 'collectiveJy t~ all 'he tn e tdtiina, 

e ""tn Of Yths say t~ conclusion of 
"'hstt <ti} thee san-ie thini• 

111:Yths sa" . 
J ls 
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- h hat they !ht not expressly said by any of them, an~ t at w hich is a 
say (collectively) is a necessary p~etlc tru~~ w.s thatt 
unwelcome contradiction'. It is leVJ-Strauss esi h ind:i 
function of mythology is to exhibit pubJicly, th?uLnd (d 
guise, ordinarily unconscious paradoxes of th15 p. 58). 

PRESUMED SCHEMA 

MEN 

GODS r ANIMAIS 

I!: + Eagles 
Men ln_Domestic: Animals - WIid Animals 
Cities In Farms Monsters 

I Scrpen1s (dragons) 

§ 

511 

Zeus:-J 
(Sky-Moun1ainJ 

Cods In 
the Wild ., 

Und~-• 

JUd6 
cbd~ 
fJO 

A 

't Poseidon 
<scai 

THJSWORLD,◄-. - ----➔-.OTHER WORLD 

,-◄- - CULTURE-----NATURE~ . Fig. S 

The underlying assumption 
3
t 

the 'reduc~d ~ode!• of F'i tbro~ghour the analysis is ~rs 
of categones in binary O g. S ~h1ch arranges various pa1 d 
down and left and right Pfuo~ltio~ _along two axes up aJI 
of mythology of Whfch th lntphc1t in the Whole sysceJll 
examples. e listed ston· t1'cuJaf 

es are par The Stories 

1 • Kadmos, Europe ana then 
ra8011• .,. STORY: Zeus (God) in the t s, eeth 

between wild and tame) se~t?ti. of a tari-i 
1 

Europe. Uces <ltlct care .Wild buU (media~~ 
ties 01f a human git, 72 
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The Structure of Myth 
The brothe K d 
search t ~· a mos, and the mother, Telephassa, of Europe 
I<admo ~r er. The mother dies and is buried by Kadmos. 
animal~ Is then told to follow a particular cow (domestic 
the co,~ replacement of the sister and the mother). Where 
sacrificeJtops, Kadmos must found Thebes, having first 
and gods .the cow to Athena. (Cow forms link between man 
In seekin Just as b~ll formed link between gods and man.) 
encount g to proVIde water for the sacrifice Kadmos 
dragon i ers a dragon (monster) guarding a sacred pool. The 
engage is a son of Ares, God of War. Kadmos and the dragon 
the dr n ~attle. Having killed the dragon, Kadmos sows 
lltater~1on s teeth(~ domestic action applied to wild 
l'hey kil~· The crop IS men (the Spartoi) without mothers. 
l<admo one another, but the survivors cooperate with 
and mas ~o fo~nd Thebes. Kadmos makes peace with Ares 
a lllagi rr;es his daughter Harmonia. The gods give Harmonia 
to eve ca necklace as dowry, which later brings disaster 
I<achn ryone who possesses it. At the end of the story 

os and Harmonia change into dragons. 

c:oMMEN-f T : : G : he story specifies the polarity Nature : Culture 
Gods ads : Me? and affirms that the relationship ~tween 
ex and Men 1s one of ambiguous and unstable alhance-­
ni:1~Plified by marriage followed by f«:ud fo!lowed by 
is rriage accompanied by poisoned mamage gifts. There 
I<a also the ambiguity of autochthony-non-autochthony. 
S drn~s. Who slays the Dragon from whom are born th_e 
PartoI Is himself the Dragon and ancestor of the SpartoJ. 

2• Minos and the Minotaur 
5'l'oRY: Minos is son of Zeus and Europe (previous story) and 
husband to Pasiphae, daughter of the Sun. 
Poseidon is brother to Zeus but his counterpart, god of the 
sea instead of god of the sky. 
Poseidon sends Minos a beautiful bull w~ich should ~don 
sacrificed: Minos retains the bull. In punishment Posei 

73 
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• h • enuityof • 
causes Pasiphae to lust after the bull. By t e mg ,c \ 
Daidalos, Pasiphae is changed into a cow and has seonstel 
relations with the bull, of which union is born_t~e Ill outbi 
Minotaur, who annually devours a tribute of hvmg Y 1 

and maidens. • 

[h1JS'.' 

COMMENT: This is the inverse of the nrst stoTY£uro1 I 
a. KADMOS VERSION: Bull ( = Zeus) carries awaY brothel 
who has a human child, Minos. Europe has a humanfroJll ~ 
Kadmos, who is required to sacrifice a cow, sent ,\'ho.ct 
gods, and in the process he kills a monster. fr~Jll self tbl 
remains come live human beings. But Kadmos JS hiJll 
monster. . sipba1, 
b. MINOS VERSJON: Bull (=Poseidon) cohabits with P\uJ111' I 
who has a monster child, Minotaur. Pasiphae has a 1 5er,t 
husband, Minos, who is required to sacrifice a bul ' r) 
from the gods (which he fails to do). The bull is reP13 tel 
by a monster who consumes human beings. But the moll5 

= Minotaur = Minos-Bull is himself Minos. 

In effect, ~he two sto~es have almost identical 'structure5'_; 
one story is converted into the other by 'ch • the signS• 
~~-- bulls become cows, brothers become :~;{,~!ds, and sO 

The implication is th ,e a 
polarity Gods : Men ~ ~am~ as before. Again we ha' : 
Domestic Animals . • • Wild : Tame : : Monsters 115 
creature linking the ~h t~e Divine Bull an ambigll~ 
tween gods and me O sides. Again sexual relations 15 
expresses the highly n a~d the sacrifice of divine aniJ11:ld 
ship of the gods is bo equh1vocal alliance in which the frieJl • 

ug t only at enormous cost. 
3. Theseus, Ariadne d 

an the M' 
STORY: (skeleton) Th inotaur 
mother, is ra d • eseus, son f p . 

nge against M' 0 ose1don by a human 
•nos so f 

74 ' n ° Zeus by a humaJl 

~ 



The Structure of Myth 
lllother Ari d 
loves Thes a ne daughter of Minos and Pasiphae (story 2) 
Theseus kifl~st~nd ~etrays her father by means of a thread. 
deserts h e Minotaur and elopes with Ariadne but er. 

:o.,,l\fENr. Th. . 
n Wh. h • 15 15 one of a group of closely related stories 
finota:r _a ~ather or the father's double (here Minos­
ie d ) 15 k1lled by his enemy because of the treachery of 
iern aughter who loves the enemy; but the victorious 
hus r then punishes the daughter by-desertion or murder. 

:-t~inos is at war with Nisos, king of Megara, a descendant 
eathe autocht~onous Kekrops. Nisos is preserved ~rom 
If th by~ rnag1c lock of hair. Skylla daughter of N1sos, cuts 
ii) ~-hair and presents it as a love token to Minos. Minos 
llr s dl~os but abandons Skylla in disgust. Nisos is then 
aune in~o a sea-eagle in perpetual pursuit of his errant 
b ihter in the form of another sea bird (keiris). 
ii· erseus: son of Zeus by the human Danae, is founder 
\Jig _of Mycenae. The kingdom passes to Perseus' son 
!t) aios ?nd then to Elektryon, brother of Alkaios, who 
> &ages in feud with Pterelaos, grandson of Nestor, another 
. tother of Alkaios. Amphitryon, son of Alkaios, is betrothed 
E° Alkrnene, daughter ?f Elektryo~ (his father's _broth~r). 
lektryon gives Amph1tryon the kingdom but bmds him 

by oath not to sleep with Alkmene until vengeance against 
Pterelaos has been achieved. 
In the course of the feud the sons of Pterelaos drive off 
Elektryon's cows and are counter-attac~ed by the ~ons of 
Elektryon O on from each side surVIves. Amph1tryon . ne s . . th h 
tedeerns the cattle but, as he is dnvm~ em _orne, one 
of th 'd Amphitryon flings a stick at t11e e cows runs as1 e. . k"II d p 1 · Cow b . k 1 . El ktryon who 1s I e . tere aos 1s, 
1. ut the st1c nts e a ma ic hair. Komaitho, 
Jke Nisos, preserved f~om dea:t~; Amph~tryon, betrays her 
f aughter of Pterelaos, m_ love kill Pterelaos but also kills 
ather (as in (3a)). Amplutryon 5 

Kornaitho for her treachery. 



Levi-Strauss 
ount of.: 

Notice first thnt the killing of Elektryon onh accther father> 
k"ll" ft e o errant cow is metaphoric of the 1 mg O thatin each ca.~ 

on account of an errant daughter. Sccond1Y must 't,etr1! 
there is a clash of loyalties, since the daughter he first ti'~ 

the father in seeking to gain a h~sband• Inn~ rejects~ 
cases {Theseus, Minos) the potential hus~a diction ~ 
sinful daughter but in the third case the con:tr~he doub~ 
resolved by a duplicatio? of roles. Pterelao~ 15ene. Arn?\ 
of Elektryon, Komaitho 1s the double o~ ~llan f J(orna1~· 
tryon kills both the fathers but his k1lhng 0 

allows him to marry Alkmene. 
f ithful 

3c. Alkmene now becomes the prototype of the a the 
wife. Nevertheless she is faithless since she becom~ zeuS 
mother of Herakles as the result of sexual union WI 
who had impersonated her husband Amphitryon-

eri} 
These stories add up to a vari~tion of Levi-Strauss' gen c< 

isation as cited at p. 65. The hero who is left on 5tJEd . 
(Theseus in the one case, Herakles in the other) is the So11 e 
a human mother by a divine father and th fore i)l 
opposite of the autochthonous beings (lik K ekre ps) ,~~o 
are born of the earth • h e e ro yet 
Levi-Strauss' formula . wit o~t reference to women- •' 
of incest ("the overr ~till applies except that the "probl~/ 
fratricide ("the una!:~ng. of blood relations") and parriCI~ 
by the "problern" of ating of blood relations") is repla J 
affinal relations"-tr;x~arny and feud ("the overrating d 
"the underrating of a~c ~ry by the errant daughter-at1t1· 
tial father-in-law by th na telations"-murder of the pote 

e Potential son.· I · z m- aw) • 4. Ant1ope, ethos and A • ' 
STORY: Kadmos is succ ll1Phion 
daughter's son Pentheu Ceded as Kin a _, 
then by Labdakos son s, then by h. g of Thebes, first b:Y 
both become sacrifices0 ; Polydoros1sp 0 Wn son Polydor05~0s 
a frenzy mistake them f° bionys0 ;__entheus and Labd~ 

or Wild b their Womenfoll< 111 
76 easts and tear them to 

~ 
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~k~os the next heir is an infant and the throne is 
\ntiop J Lykos the mother's father's brother of Labdakos. 
•Ykos.~e~hter of Nykteus, is brother's daughter to 
lishonour comes _pregnant by Zeus. Nykteus, 
.\ntiope fed, co~~ts suicide and the duty of punishing 
Dirke c or her liaison falls on Lykos. Lykes and his wife 

apture and· • • ~as given bi h m~pnson Anti ope but not before sh_e 
:~lllUsician rt to tw_ins, Zethos (a warrior) and Amph1on 
,hke Oid' ) who as mfants are exposed on a mountain and 
liscover 1fhu~) rescued by Shepherds. In due course the twins 
Ditke and ei: mother and avenge themselves on Lykos and 

reign jointly in Thebes. 

~AIME.NT, . 
those of ~hThis story combines features from Story 3 with 
below). lb e better-known Oidipus stories (Nos. 6 and 7 
Ze11s. ihe: :~le of Amphitryon in 3(b) is taken over by 
father.in-la Ulcide of Nykteus is, in effect, a slaying_ of the 
sons of Ze w by the son-in-law. Zethos and Amph1on a~e 
son, of th us by a human mother, their opponent Lykos 1s 
Antiope _e autochthonous Chthonios. In other respects 
Antigo 1~ ? sort of Antigone-Jokaste. Antiope, lil~e 
father•~e, 15 imprisoned by her' uncle, but where Lykes is 
of An. brother of Antiope, K.reon is mother's b:o~her 
in th tigone. Amphion and Zethos resemble Oidipu~ 
<lnd a~ they are exposed on a mountain in chil~00 

l<i seize the throne after killing the King. But they ~ 11• the 
king after discovering their true parentage; whereas Oi~~t~ 
tl.eik th_e King first. They also resemble r:teokles th~~e, b!t 
th es in that they are twins who both claim t~e as a 
tn ey_ :ule together in ami~, one as ~fnarn,:;~~:S. kill 

0 Usic1an, whereas the Argives both: a~d Zethos are 
, ne _another. Like Oidipus, AmP~~nthe underworld in 
tned1ators' between t~e sky ~~e line of Chthonios and 
that their mother Ant1ope 1st~: :uccession principle is co~­
their father is Zeus. So f~:S are the opposites of the Sp31:oi. 
cerned ,Amphion and Ze hthonous sons of a Chthoroan 
'the spartois are the autoc 

77 

' I 
1: 



I 

Levi-Strauss the~ 

h • and Zethos are 1 ,f man-monster-Kadmos; Amp 1~n But the fina ~ 
of a human mother by a sky-deity Z7us. b whom heh.S 
come is disaster. Amphion marries Niobe / tility and !bl 
many children, but Niobe boasts of herf t~: gods. 
whole family is destroyed by the wrarh O hos) ~ 
MORAL: Amity between brothers (Am~h!on-~;!eokle5' 
ultimately no more fruitful than fratncide 
Polyneikes) (below). 

5. Theseus, Phaidra and Hippolytos . 

STORY: Hippolytos is the son of Theseus by ~uop~~ wife 
Queen of the Amazons. Phaidra, daughter of M!n~,fallsill 
to Theseus and step-rnother to Hippolytos. Pha1d\ idra 
love with Hippolytos who rejects her advances; P a In 
then accuses Hippolytos of having tried to rape her. toS 
revenge Theseus appeals to Poseidon to slay HippolY 
and Hippolytos dies. Phaidra cornmits suicide. Theseus 
discovers his error and suffers remorse 

• • • pb' 
COMM_ENT : This 1s very close to being th • verse O ead 
Oidipus story below. Here the father kill e ~n on jnS1 ·tJ! 
of the son killing the father "rLe s d s t e 5 Jeep '''1er 
h h h h h • • • 11 on oes not s .~ t e mot er, t oug e is accused . n1011• 

Phaidra-Jokaste) cornrnits SUicid 0_f doing so. The he 511r· 
viving father-son (Theseus-oidi e in both cases; t_ bO~ 
cases. It will be observed that PUs) ~Uffers remorse 1~05 

10 
commit incest with his (step.) the failure of Hippoly eveO 
more negative outcome than :;:other Phaidra has a~&plll 
with Jokaste. e actual incest of 01 

Notice further that Phaidra is . 
5

). 
The roles a_re now reversed. Inste Sister to Ariadne (Sto1/i11g 
the father-in-_Iaw because of the ad of the son-in-law JoII et• 
the father kills the son becaus:reachcry of the daugh~e 
mother. of the ,.~ h y of 1 

'-'eac er 
6. Laios, Chrysippos and lokaste 
STORY: During the reign~1,-~_ 



The Structure of Myth 
os &oes into b • h 
sinlove . hams ment and is befriended by Pelops. He 
lrive a chwi~ Pelops' son, Chrysippos, whom he teaches 
lllatnes J ~ot. After returning to the throne of Thebes 
!prophe O ~ste but avoids sleeping with her because of 
lich resuf~ ~ at he: son will kill him. The conception 
Jen Laios h in the birth of Oidipus follows a bout of lust 
'~on Wh as got drunk at a religious feast. On the 
~Pus is a ~n he encounters Oidipus 'at the cross roads', 

Young man driving a chariot'. 
,lf.\ff:N?. 

11Ysipp~s the 1:1-Y_th establishes an equivalence between 
lllJother .and Oid1pus and the incest between Oidipus and 
d his son_18 matched by homosexual incest between Laios 

Didi pus 
·011.'(. Th 
hebes·. Th! King (~a~os) and the Queen (Jokaste) :ule !11 
15 ank) son (01d1pus) is exposed on a mountam wi th 
in lllee~s~aked_ and thought to be dead. He surv~ves. _The 
he Qu he king-father 'at a crossroads' and kills him. 
, een·s b h Th b ·s beset la ino rot er (Kreon) acts as regent. e es _1 
1al'tia n~ter (Sphinx: female). The Queen's_ ha11d m 
lonst ge is offered to anyone who will get nd of t~e 
nonst:r by answering its riddle. Oidipus do~~ so. ;c~ of the 
lecea r cornrnits suicide. The son assumes a as~ommits 
lticidSed father's role. On discovcr_Y, ~111~ ~ 1~~~~comes a seer 
ac _e; son-King (Oidipus) blinds Ium~c • 

quires supernatural sight). · 
l d po/yneikes) 
• A.t8ives (Antiyone, Eteok/es an kles and Polyneikes, who 

~'to ns Eteo f J kaste 
lly: Oidipus has two S? c~ all arc sons O ? a;e 

6,e also his half-brother~i51;teoklcs and ~lynk1~e:akcs the 
s ldipus having abdhic:~~0 ;1e aI~erna~eP\yn:~~cs is banished 
Uppo d t hold t e ·ve it up, o Th be th se o d efuses to g1 f Argos against e s. tone first an r f heroes rom 

<\J:ld leads an armY O 79 

I 
I 
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• kill each~ 1 The expedition fails. EteokJes and PoJyneikes I rites of. c 
Antigone, in defiance of Kreon, performs funf.~e in 3 t 
Po)yncikes. In punishment she is walled up a 1 of the c 
tomb where she commits suicide. Later ~he so~ beS and e 
dead heroes lead another expedition agamst T e 
are triumphant. 

aif 
f stories 7 ; t COMMENT: Levi-Strauss' own treatment O ah·en ; 

• • • • h h J early been b" .1 m con1unctton wit story I as a r ~ 
pp. 62-5. h renet! a 

It will be seen that if we proceed in this way t / that 9: a 
comes any particular point at which we can sa anY s~: b 
have considered "all the variants" for almoSC ek Jll}; ~ 
?rawn from the general complex of dassicaJ Gre oth~·: s 
ology turns out to be a variant in one way or an CJedir n 
for example, we take as our central theme the ,1·~ ~ 
Complex as understood by Freud-the story of a 50~{ ~; a 
kills his father and then becomes the paramour 0rir­
mother we shall find that the following well-known st 
are all 'variants' thus : t: 

II 0101Pus : son kills father and becorn"" ,. 
ki ..., paramour e ~ AGAMEMNON : paramour Us father i . . geanC ~ 

from the son nvmng ven 
ooYssEus : father merges With woi ~ 
be paramours. Odysseus has no son and destroys the . o 
MENELAos : paramour (Paris) . descendants. . 3r!) U 
and there is no heir (son) ls destroyed by a third P l1 
HIPPOLYTOS (Story 5): innocent i,ei~g ~ 
paramour is killed by father son falsely accused of l 

Q What emerges from such a c cori 
is seen to be a combination Ofo~ra~son is that each S th3' a_ 

each is one of a1 s~t of1variations an~~honal themes an?fici1f1! r 
about these re at1ona themes is th at What is signJ JIC 
variations. e contrast between t Si 

The 'message' contained in th ~ 

e Whole set of s~orieS.,,, 
So 
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ones which I h ines I have m . ave spelled out at some length and the 
1to ent10ned O 1 b • 1 • . Words oth n Y y tit e--eannot readily be put 
ircumJocution ~rwise there would be no need for such 
nough: If Soc·· ut: roughly, what it amounts to is simple 
' their paren:ty is to go on, daughters must be disloyal 
athers.11 and sons must destroy (replace) their 

Here th .' _necessary f e irresolvable unwelcome contradiction, ne enisth • 
sirnplicatio act that we hide from consciousness because 
~•-, mora~s run directly counter to the fundam~ntals of 

sirnply e ~ · There are no heroes in these stones; they 
:" alway.P'cs of unavoidable human disaster. The di~ 
~ng fails t ~nginates in the circumstance that a human 
:ty or a hl ulfil his or her proper obligations towards? 
:11ss is ge:;:rnan and this. in part at )east, is what LeVI· J~ implic ng at when he insists that the fundamental 
II"'•" wh· at>on of mythology is that "J'enfer, c'est nou~ 

evil" (s •ch I take to mean "self-interest is the source of 

''lllple must again remind the reader that this whole ,. But I ee p. 37). 

'"Y of IS 'Leach imitating Levi-Strauss' and not a sum· 
, this I any LOvi-Strauss ori <nnal. It bas been neceSS"'! ~ ~ 
ip ength i o· 'th e and vananons 
, ects of n_ order to display the eJ:? but in all other 
t1"<ts th a typical Levi-Straussian a~alr:;,ere is a paud'Y 
lliagical\material is thin and at)'P1ca ;s concentration on 

le bed. appenings and a monotonoxual xnisdemeanour. 
1 le\ri.;ock issues of homicide an~ ~:Itimate' conflicts are 
:'tall trauss' own examples th~a e code of some other 
"1d i transformed into a \nn~ g case material rnanY of 
".;, or example in bis ,,.,,,.,,c~omparisons derivefrorn 
llalo ~t pe,ceptiv~ of Levi-so-a;" ,e,<ual intercourse- Close 
,, gies between eating an ·n c1assic•l rnythologY bUt 
h allels are t easilY foUPd ~ of zeus, which are them-
'le Stories r ln~ g to the aPc~icates of the Oidipus myth, 
- Ve . e a n tS dUP 
'ill s lil certain r~~uustratiOO: 

serve as a partial 
SI 

I 
I 

' ' 

'I 



Levi-Strauss 

Gaea. Earth, first produces Uranos, Heaven/ies with h: 
spontaneous generation. Then Uranos_ cop~:of hisson5• 
mother. She bears the Titans. Uranos J~alo other. Gata 
thrusts them back into the body of their m 0-00 arrrJ 

. f nt gesta unable to tolerate tl11s state o permane . h vhich he 
the last of her sons Kronos with a sickle wit \ arth 
castrates his father. The drops of blood fa~ t~~znphs; 
and tum into the Furies, the Giants, and t e dis 
the castrated member itself falls to the sea an I{ronOS 
transformed into Aphrodite the goddess of 10"~r0,vn_1 
then rules and is in tum told that he wi_ll be ~1~ abstain1r 
his son, but where Laios tried to save h1msel I(ronos . 
from heterosexual intercourse (Story 5 above} t as the) 
indulges himself but swallows his children as as gh'eS 
are born. When Zeus is born, the mother, Rhea, born 
Kronos a phallic shaped stone instead of the ne~\ all 
babe. Kronos then vomits up the stone along w·it 
the children previously consumed. rt 

h• ercoll ·11 In t 1s story, the ordinary act of sexual int hl 

?"ansposed. Where in 'reality' the male inserts a ;e bO 
mto the female vagina and thereafter children ~ erts 
t1;:-~~gh. the vagina, in the myth the female 111J the! 
Pft ut into_ the male mouth as a form of food a\e fa(, 
af er t _e children are born through the mouth in t .,, Lei 
o vomit. A crude . . bUt 1 .. 
Strauss' view this nurse~y imagery no doubt,_ ·pie: 

.. 1 h exemphfies a very general pnnci Jatil' 
n t e language ( 1a ) orre, I 

and inverse term Pof n ~f myth vomit is the _c the c:. 
relative and inverse t~~itus and defecation is jcati0'' 
(M.C. : 210). rn to auditory commun 

and by the _time ?e has finish . . J<ed_l1\ 
this symbolism with modes fed \VJth it he has )Ill .~1r= 

• h o cook· • f n1" c fire changes m t e seasons th tng methods o 011r, ' . • em • f,! • 
women. the diet of young moth enstrual periods O .15,cP· 
and Lord knows what else, bu ers and elderly 5p1fl 011C 

• t to a· h vt 1scover just 0 
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The Structure of Myth 
hing leads t 
10 h' 0 another the reader must pursue some enquiries 

isown H • 
1e Will be· avmg started at Mytholo9iques II, pp. 210-12 

nces b led back to various other Levi-Straussian refcr­
ittuct Ut notably to Mytholo9iques I, p. 344 and 'The 
ourneur~l Study of Myth' from which we started out. The 
ieces/ ·f Well worth while though the traveller will not 
;fit. an Y be all that the wiser when he comes to the end 

. And let . 
olind. rne say agam that even among those who have 
llrajj It extr~mely rewarding to apply Levi-Strauss' Struc-
1f ca st techniques to the detailed study of particular bodies 
eck/e material, there is widespread scepticism about the 
1~ts sweep with which he himself is prepared to apply 
\V~neralisations. For example, consider the following: 

la- Ith regard to the riddle of the Sphinx, Levi-Strauss 
id~tns that it is in the nature of things that a mythical 
h· le should have no answer. It is also in· the nature of 
. llJgs that a mother should not marry her own son. Oidipus 
1
~lltradicts nature by answering the riddle; he also contra-
1,ts nature by manying his_ mot?er. ' . 
Now if we define a mythical n~dlc as a question which 

lostu\ates that there is no answer then the con~cr~c would 
le 'an f wh1"ch there was no question. In the )· answer or 
ldipus stories disaster ensues because someone answers 

he ·on· in another class of myths of 
'lor~nan_swer~bl~bqu~i~1 di~aster ensues ~ecause someone 
'an W1de d1str1 uu ble question. LeVI-Strauss cites as 
~)( s to ask the answera u dha bee Ananda failed to 
Is arn~Ies: the death ?! Band the disaster~ of the Fisher­
~--equence of Gawam-Percival fail-
'\IIJ. • h cons G . i g Which are t e re of the Holy rail. 
Ilg to ask about the nt~ggling with a generalised formula 
. t'his kind of vcrr\Jvi-Strauss' hypothesis-forming pro­
ls quite typical O ethods cannot sh~w us the truth; they 
Cedure, but such rn orld where all thmgs are possible and 
011ly lead into a w 
110thing sure. 

1 
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h 
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La Pe/I.~ \ 
Levi-Strauss' lively but relatively brief stud~eticuloUi a 
sauvage (1962) is related to the massive but 967 1968··. b 
elaborated volumes of Mytholo9iques (r964j, 1 pac'holo9); ~ 
in much the same way as Freud's The Psyc _o- of vrea"'. 

1 Everyday Life is related to The InterpretatJOnlate 5o[lle; 1 

In each case the shorter work endeavours to re to •ordinl, t 

the fi~ding~ of the more formal ac?d~mic stud{ten stra)\ • 
expenence • La Pensee sauva9e, 1t 1s true, 0 n,isJJI r ... 
long way from ordinary experience; neither Tote the a1~ e 
Existentialism can be rated of central concern ro secri0· t 
age e_duc_ated Englishma~. All the same, thei:e are, 01atre,_. c 
of this difficult book which discuss very 'ordrnar}' to 0', t 
such as the odd systems of naming which we applY f\\'ee c 

pets and_ ou~ garden roses! But the four year gap_ be
5 

js 3 I 
the pubhcat1on of the French and the English ediaon gl~ 
inde:,c of the problems of translation. The present E1~

0
d; 

version (The Savage Mind) is the work of several \ pJ' 

i::n ~~:~~!dt~e approval_ of Levi-Strauss himsel~. ~~d ~n1 

translator who y an 1\mencan critic as "execrable cngJ19 
Was originally . . d by the i:; rV publishers has repud· comm1ss10ne ble 5c;i ,, 

even with the title. ~:d0~l _responsibility! Trou a pef15'1 

sauvage would have been ,/10us translation of L .
011 

sll~ 
ported by ~~e somewhat ba a~age Th~ught', a versiorigi~J· 
French edition which disprung dustJacket of the f ,vild 
pansies, purposely recalling sttd an illustratioJ: 0 ansieS· 1 

that's for thoughts". The actual t· 1sPeare's "there 1~ ~ drag5 
us back to I'esprit humain-the ht e, The Savage Mm ' 

5 
,ve I 

have seen, is h~rd t<;> rescue fro~~an mind-which, i~pli· 
cations of Hegel s Ge1st or Durkhe· he metaphysical •olJS' 

im•s 'Collective conscl 
s4 I 
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ess'. But in f ith rneta h a<;=t La Pen~e~ sauvage is not really concerned 
The fu ~ Y51cs at all, It IS about logic. 

lW Levy\ amental theme is that we are at fault it we fol-
iere is an ~hl (_and by derivation Sartre) in thinking that 
ility of p .1s~o:1cal contrast between the 'pre-logical' men­
Ian. Pn· ~~itives and the 'logical' mentality of Modern 
P mmve p 1 • • h • Proach t . eop e are no more mysncal m t e~ 
~tween a f/~ahty _tha~ we are. The distinction rather is 
_asts in th gic which IS constructed out of observed con­
tfference :e sensory qualities of concrete objeccs-e.g. the 
~tna\e- tween raw and cooked wet and dry, male and 

and 1 • • ras1s of e . a og1c which depends upon the formal con-
n~ X'. r{tirely abs~ract entities-e.g. + and.- or log x 
llciet,, · e latter kind of logic which even 1n our _own: 
n ; • is used 1 ' • d1ffer-t Way f on Y by highly specialised experts, is~ •• 
hought ~- talking about the same kind of thing. pnnuti:: 
if an ab iffers from scientific thought much as the t t 
hat, in oacus differs from mental arithmetic, but theh_ ages 
lll . Ur pr . d end on t 111 !side 

O 
esent age we are coming co ep •th 0 ur 

ltobJe"' Urselves-such as computers-to heiP us wit his an 
lh .. ,s of c . . 1 0011 makes 1·Proprj ommumcatton and calcu a h t primitive 
leopJe 1fe moment to examine the waYf \;e events of 
laih, 1·r1 ewise are able to make sensed of things outside 
L;Jeb poseo • 
:,ieinsel Y reference to codes com •ma! species- • 

As V:s-such as the attributes of aIT~ated this _'logic of 
:he c an Indication of ·ust hoW _com~ow a quotanon fr~m 
¼ oncrete' . ~ be I give pe t about categories 

YthoJo . IS suppose to . an argumen out categories 
)f mus· 91q~es II which ti~S inan argument a!f container. In 
lf foodlcal instruments w1thration a11d tY6i~ evidence is all 
tliis p • ~odes of foo<;l prefi~e etbllogr-:!::h American Indians 
draw arttcular example conte"t 0 ~~he same permutations 
but n ~rom the cul~ur~~s tJlllt m; everywhere. The passage 
and Levi-Strauss ma1n_tf 001d goD_Jiar with the general frame 
% combinations ,v~c ;ire f::i;~eloped in Mytholo9iques I 

Of ot_ed assumes ~ba\1::iS i,ccn 
discourse wh1cJl 85 

I, 

j 
i 
i 
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Levi-Strauss ct of tbii\ 
. II one aspe p'i 

and the earlier parts of Mr_thologiques ~ prime fXa!ll ic\ 
may be illustrated by gomg back to Y ·ng to the ~a i 

· d then turn1 1fffe about traffic hghts (p. 22 f .) an .. f arrnents, in, 
at p. 47. In the latter the "systems 0 t';njustasare 
f umiture etc. can be subjected to permuta 1 ~ 
three colours. So too with types of sound• ageS bY "ar). 1 

With light signals we can convey. m~~asheS, cba_tlf~ 
the frequency and duration of the hgh asic djstincno tbC 

the colours and so on, but the m0st b with dr~'·tii 
simply to tum the lights on and off. So too "th J11\lS1c, 1 

most radical distinction is naked/clothed, Wl ·qu~ 
noise/silence. ;.AytholD91 31\a 

He~ce it emerges that in the pages ~f reiterated ill-~ 
certain basic oppositions are constantly being ly tbC P3 3°' 
c~mbined into patterns. These include not ~n gle (pP· 0!, 
dimensions. incorporated in the Culinary Trian puJllt,el' edl \ 
31) and the schema of Fig. 5 (p. 72) b1;1t al~O :,e, nal: 
others, notably light/darkness, noise/sile 11cb 
clothed, sacred/profane. to wbY s 10\ 
a t ne~comer is bound to feel very puzzled as d 1,e fel~ ) , 

heenungly random set of dichotomies shoul d it is ~e '. 
co ere tog th t an t••: 
measure O • • nt i e er to form a single macro-se • tb3 t \ 

is able to !t~?~tra~s· intellectual ach1evem:otdiJ1g th ,1 
this is so. Wit: a fa1r!y convincing case f~r 1 c:tll ~l , 
least illustrate p~u: Pre1udging that larger ~;~J1l a ,,;& \ 
known example 1 ° such a total "system r 00i5e) , 
presses the ang;r ~f ciassical mythology thunde~ ( neccat, 
distillation of (fresh) fleus (sacred) whose drink iS 't 5e~ 
to be generally true thower~ (Nature). IncidentallY .1 0 t :i,11 . . . at m th c1e •• h 
pnnutive mythologies • . e language of all ,l{l"'' 
the cacophony of our in;h1c1?, did not need to c0P\,to)'5 
an attribute of the divin~~al age, loud noises are a. 1ai!S' 
ible should remember th;t eaders Who fi1nd thiS iillPl ~• ' 

h . even in O Or,, 
the end of everyt mg, Which is 1 Cluistian escbat pt, 
will be announced by a tnunpe at so the day of 1·udgeflle ·te 

can ·1 11\11 • and that unu .., 
86 



Words and Things 
recent f h . 

d. imes c urch bells were much the loudest noise that 
or mary. a· . B m 1v1duals ever had to endure. 
of Ut let me get back to my promised example of the Logic 
an~he concrete. In Mythologiques II the themes of honey 
em tobacco are seen as the "penumbra of cooking" (Jes 
~o~rs_ de la cuisine) and their contrasts are said to corre­
th n • m the logic of mythology, to contrasts "internal to 
SO e category of noise" such as the opposition : continuous 
Vellnd Versus discontinuous sound or modulated sound 
an~us un-modulated sound. The argument is that objects 
llla _the sensory characteristics of things 'out there' are 
in nipulated by the brain, through the thought sy~tem 
rn corporated in myth, just as if they were symbols m a 

athematical equation. Here is my specimen quotation : 

:•When used as a ritual rattle (hochet) the calabash is an 
Instrument of sacred music, utilised in conjunction with 
tobacco which the myths conceive under the form of • 
(an item of) culture included within nature; but when 
\lsed to hold water and food, the calabash is an instru­
tnent of profane cooking, a contain~ destine~ to rece_ive 
nat 1 oducts and thus appropnate as an illustration 

ura pr ' • h" I And • · 
Of h . 1 • n of nature wit m cu ture. it 1s the 

t e me us10 h" h d . . s f h l ollow tree w ic , as a rum, is an mstru-
~me or t e_ 1 hose summoning role is primarily social, 

ent of music w lding honey, has to do with nature 
~nd which wh~n ho f sh honey being enclosed within 
~f it is a question .~, ::iture if it is a question of honey 
Its interior, and Wl :vithin the trunk of a tree which is 
being put to ferment ~ but hollowed artificially to make 

b nature / 
~o_t hollow ~ .. (M.C.: 406-7). 
lt mto a rroug . jfutified in believing that primitive 
If Levi-Stra':155 :~at then_ q?i_te clearly t~e Frazer-Levy-

People think Ilk~ that pnm1t1ve·thought IS characterised 
nruhl-Sartre n';'u?nhness, superstition and so on is wholly 
b h Jd1S • • • • y na'ivetc, c ~ srrauss' pnm1t1ves are Just as sophisticated. 

I.,CVl· • tnisplaced. 
87 
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Levi-Strauss t S}'ste!D ci 
e a differen as we are, it is simply that they us b(i,t 

• •a: ult}' 3 notation. . h ve no duuc -
5 

ihi! 
B~t is h~ justified_?. ~he sceptics ~ raphic w?rry~denct' 

finding porn ts for cnt1c1sm. The ethn g lected his e~ H~ 
Levi-Strauss may have unconsciously/e zer used to ~~n 
so as to fit his theory, very much as ra ose he had \ceS'. 
evidence illustrates his theory, but supp ent fall to P\

03
de 

other evidence might not the wh~le arg~~ad aJread)~ealof 
At this stage in the demonstratJOn, is a great d11·1 

reference to 353 different myths, but_ther~ave used, a~hing· 
other rather similar stuff which he might the same ·ir, I 
have to take it on trust that it really all saysd comple~lt ii 
I • s an faU ' n. actual fact. despite the convolution but th~ Jll

3
t]le-

th ink this particular case does stand up, ke h1S . ~1 
there is one, is that Levi-Strauss tries to m:ysce111an\sed 
rn?tics of manipulated sensory objects too e symbols Jllort 
t•ds to allow for the fact that whereas t~x ls not t,d" 

Y ~?thernaticians are emotionaJJy neutra . ry nuJll fil)' , 
e,cc,t,n8 th • . . •magina 1tea 

1 an x Just because 1 1s an I ht are ·ca 
:he concrete symbols used in primitive thoug sychofo!',~ 
foaded With taboo valuations ConseguentJy p confuse ,,s5' 
actors su h • • . d to . stra~ 

logical s c as ~vas1on and repression ten at LeVJ• eci¢ 
calcu1u Yrnrnetries. This does not mean th h 1ess pr ther 
than h: :ust be invalid, but it may be muc oint a110 ci•Ie 
fay:_ Be~;::.s to suggest. Or to put the same1P kobso11·5

1
~. 

, ing~lstic the~e he takes his cue from . a col11Pu ~ 
\~lf"""""'~ ~nd the mechanics of digital in the 1.~; 
: tive th:: h1ted ab6-/l_llply-as is clearly sho~e of P1\bt 
:-that the : t is bill e-~hat the whole struct~ hteSt d0 jr.lt 
I' binary co~;:1"1l hr~ d "Now .there is not the shg erate '" r· 
, ate in other ~s ill <11l :es have a tendency to 0 _P call of

3
1 

I' model of the i?'s as "'~~ts of situations-but it cJlafllc )' , 
analog features llfrtan. t'rti d A. fully satisfactory rne_ rJlaJl , 

' So far, the LeVi-s~hich d.~ Would certainly contain ocefS· 
"ltsSiil.ll s~ht occur in digital cornPtaI-eJI 

88 efrte of analysis has not 
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this into account. 

in Even s?, novices who tackle The Sava9e Mind as their 
Pa~oduction to the mind of Levi-Strauss will. if they are 
th ~nt, g~t an enormous brain twisting enjoyment out of 
10 e. rst eight chapters. True, they will not be in a position 
hi Judge whether Levi-Strauss is correct in claiming that 
th s 111Y_tho-logic is a universal human characteristic, but 
1ie? '~ll c_ertainly begin to see some of their own familiar 
e)(tt'I?ur 1~ a ne~ light. I would commend in partic~lar the 
na nsive discussion of our conventions concernmg the 
ch:es Whic_h we give to animals which f~rms part of _a 
p . Pter entitled "The Individual as a Species". The basic 
h~int here. is that, with us, dogs, as pets, _ar~ a part of 
\Vhlllan society but not quite human and this 1s expressed 
n en We give them names which are like human names but 
( early always slightly different from real human names 
~r so Levi-Strauss insists). On the other hand when we 

~Ve nicknames to birds-e.g. Jenny Wren, Tom Tit, Jack 
aw, Robin Redbreast-they are normal human names. 

1'he difference is that the 'non-human' names of pet dogs 
are names of individuals, whereas the 'human' names of 
birds are applied indiscrim~n~tel):' to any member of a 
Whole • This is the d1stmct1on between metonymic species. f b 1• . . . 
and h"c modes o sym o ic association which rnetamorp 1 f.. • s , • 
\vas discussed above (pp. 48-52). lt:VI- trauss comment is 
as follows: 

hristian names in accordance 
"Birds are given huma!1 he h y belong more easily than 
With the species to whic t e because they can be per­
are other zoological classfes, he very reason that they 

• mble men or t . d . rnnted to rese f thered wmge , oVJparous They are ea • . are so different. . 11 ated from human society hys1ca y separ 
and they are also p h" h "t • the1·r privilege to move. As 

• W IC 1 IS • h • h · 
by the elemen_t i~act they form a commumty w ic ~s 
a Ult of this ' but precisely because of this res of our own . 
independent 89 

1 
1 
I 
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Levi-Strauss , . bo1110,o 
independence, appears to us like another socie~ m; the) 
gous to that in which we live : birds lov_e freer :ny life 
build themselves homes in which they hve a \ 5ocial 
and nurture their young; they often eng~ge_ 1 nd (he1 

1 · h • pec1es, a 1• , re ations with other members of t e1r s recal !llo 
communicate with them by acoustic means 
articulated language." 

.. ~~~ "C ·res to••· ,. 
_onsequently everything objective c_onspi an soeiecy; 

, · ~hi_nk of the bird world as a metaphoncal hum ther Jeve1• 
'. 1s 1t not after all literally parallel to it on ano d foll<l0rt 
·.There are countless examples in mythology an present· 
'to • d' d f re 
· . in icate the frequency of this mo e 0 

· anon." 
dogs· 

"The · · • . ase of 3S Not position 1s exactly the reverse m the c 0cietY; 
'd only do they not form an independent 5 5odet)'• 

ornest1c' • 1 h man ot althou h ?mtna s they are part of U bould 11 
dream g f Wlth s? low a place in it that we 5 s 11uJll~ 
beings.~ . • • 0 designating them in the same waY ~ s~1\ 
series- 'Az n the contrary we allot them (the 1~ 
of th~se . or'' 'Medor' 'Sult;n' 'Fido' •Diane' 1·n the 

Is of co ' ' ' b'llt .,1, first instan urse a human christian name 11 tbv 
are like sta cg: conceived as mytholoo-ical). NearlY a pal11e5 
Peopl names f · 0 • 1 to the ·ti· _e bear in •. arming a series paralle 111e 
t~oncal names ~dinary life or in other word~et'"eel' 
m::a~ ~d ~:rquen~ly when the relation ·ved JS 
of n!n~ncal, the rel!tispea.es is socially co?ce~stefll' 
the relati~ takes on a ~n between the respecnve d ,v~eJ1 
the syste; b;tween spe e~on_ymical character; an yJlljc:i\: 
(S.M.: 204 ~on)atning as~~es 1s conceived as metoll racte! 

' 5 • Ill.es a metaphorical cha , 
The catch of co,. . di 1 .. rse •\\ 1mme ate y recogn· • ~ any ,,;1 

lSe, 1s that i~t-loving EnglishJllafl e!~\-
90 ese broad French gen 

~ 
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• !Sations do 
, . Dover I A not hold up as soon as we cross the Straits of 

111th th great many English dogs have names identical 
Strauss ~~e of our human friends! Be that as it may, Levi-

, about th en goes on to make further learned generalisations 
e names which French farmers give to their cows : 

"Now th • . 
setie f e names given to cattle belong to a different 
tive : ram birds' or dogs'. They are generally descrip­
bea . erms referring to the colour of their coats, their 
'Donng or temperament: 'Rustaud', 'Russet', 'Blanchette', 

Uce' but et~. these names have a metaphorical character 
ar th<:Y differ from the names given to dogs in that they 
the epithets coming from the syntagmatic chain while 
the latter come from the paradigmatic series; the former 
(S ~~ tend to derive from speech, the latter from language" 

•lVI, : 206). 

~ere again, the Englishman is out of line though we do 
1 ~ tter when it comes to racehorses!· The trouble is that 

Vi-Strauss always wants to force his evidence into moulds 
l\'hich are completely symmetrical : 

''If therefore birds are meta(!horical human beings and 
dogs metonymical human beings,_ cattle may be tho~ght 
of ·cal inhuman beings and racehorses as as metonym1 I · J lll . 1 . 1 man beings. Catt e are contiguous on y 

etaphonca in 1U h ses similar only for want fo f • ·rarity race or r want o s1m1 ' two categories offers the 
of contiguity. Each of thittwo other categories, which 
converse image of one of t 1 tion of inverted symmetry" 

, themselves stand in the re a 
(S.M • 207). 11 

• • .d ce doesn't rea y fit? 
B h English ev1 en fb b • Ut supposing t e . an illogical lot o ar anans 

Yv'ell no matter, the English are 
in any case. he Savage Mind taken as a 

Don't misunderst~nd :O~k.T The exploration of the way 
Whole is an entrancing 

• /-°'~ 
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Levi-Strauss J;i.':· 

we (the Primitives and the CiviJised alike) use ddiffr~: w, 
f l ·fi n· on an ° ·· o anguage for purposes of dass1 ca · 1 al)space,, 

that the categories which relate to social (cu tur to natU: 
- • h" h relate .. inten~oven with the categories ~v ic . ideas. But)~ 
space 1s packed with immensely st1mulaong £ re,carnP: 
~hou}d not always believe what is said! Whe~, -~5 that~ 
in the context outlined above, Levi-Strauss ~ ~ave beCO'•' 
names of racehorses have the quality they d 
racehorses . 

·ects, "d • her as sub) c: 0 not form part of human society eit •a11·5ed c · 
b" d soc1 J\' 0
• ~ects. Ra~her, they constitute ~he . e at which 1 

dition of existence of a private society, th 6) 
otr race-courses or frequents them" (S.M.: 20 • •[!lltl 

The tr • t sort of c, - • ain of thought is fascinating but wha . to ra 1s 1nvo1 d • given _A 
hor ve ? Even if we grant that the name~ . uishcu•. 
thiss~s form a class which can be readiJy diStin~ of s0~1· 

contJUXtaposition of the type of name and the tyhp queS00 
ext anyth • . - k, T e 1 31 

needs to be in~ more than a debating ~c · 5'vered r, 
not sure E asked. Whether it can be fairly an 'dence 3 
think it 0• Utafch reader needs to consider the evi 

or h" ·c1 What w·u 1mseJf. parll 
larly When I h doubtless puzzle the novice-more n ear! 
Lfvi-Strauss c:~ornes to Mythologiques II is ho~ ~he pr. 
P_~ce. liow couJ~. upon his basic oppositions in n op!" 
SI r°n between r It ever occur to anyone that a refleC 
~onundarnentaI ~hast Pork and boiled cabbage might r tJl3 

ey and t b atacten· • . k' g o : 
significance O acco (of Stic _of human thm in ' have. 
and drought~s fundarn au things) might come to es r.i11 

• starts at the Othlne ans~tal as that which oppo~ Str;1115 

•1 why is it that rn er end. li:r. r think, is that Lev~- it 3Jlt 
1 themselves as 0 :~· "-'ho arefirst asks himself: how is to sec 
!subsist, they rnu:~ than N:tPart of Nature, manage er 1£ 
'Nature? He then ob constant~re even though, in ord vitl 

Serves, sirnti l'l'iaintain relations ;0g, 
92 Y as a fact of archaeo 



Words and Things 
rather than thn • anti . e ography, that ever since the most remote· 
fr quity men have employed fire to transform their food 
is 0~. a natural raw state to an artificial cooked state. Why 
t t IS? Men do not have to cook their food, they do so 
~r symbolic reasons to show that they are men and not 
Casts. So fire and cooking are basic symbols by which 
h~~ is distinguished from Nature. But what about the 

0ney and tobacco? In the case of cooked food the fire 
serves to convert the inedible natural product into an 
edible cultural product; in the case of honey the fire is 
Used only to drive away the bees, that is, to separate the 
~Ood, which can be eaten raw, from its natural surroundings; 
1n the case of tobacco it is the conversion of the food by 
fire into a non-substance-smoke-which makes it a food. 
So here already we have a set of counters of_different shapes 
and sizes each with a front and a back which can be fitted 

~
1 

together into patterns and which could be used to represent 
i'I the exchanges and transformations which take place in 
i human relations as when a boy becomes an adult, or the 
~i sister of A becomes the wife of B. With som~ such fr?1_11e­
d'. Work of possibilities in his mind, plus the basic propos1t1on 

I that m tholo is concerned to make statements about the 
re} ti y b gy Man and Nature and between man and 

1·1· -... a oLDJ . etween I oks at his evidence and the pieces of 
~ •11an, cVI-Strauss o h 

the I b • to fit toget er. puzz e egm . familiar the whole business at first 
Because the game is un h re must be a catch in it same-

s • h"ng· t e eems very astoms 1 • d ·f Levi-Strauss' basic assump-
'Yhere. On th~ ~ther r:~a~Jly be otherwise! And even if 
ti~ms were vahd it co;II has to be repudiated in certain 
his argument eventu i accept certain fundamental parts 
details, we simply :;ius that the individual has about the 
of it. A!!y __ l(no~vl~e~:ed from structured messages which '/ I! 
e>cternal world 1~ h the senses ... patterned sound through 11 
are received thr0 e3 light thr_qug~ t~e eyes, pi]tt~_i:ned_ smell 
the ears l?agern ____ -n-d so on. But smce we are aware of a ' ose.,_a ___ _ 
through t~~.E----
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• ht UM-Strauss Id plus a•~ 
• t a sound wor h coding sin9Je total experience • • • no b because t ed con· 

II Id it must e ma e d world plus a sme war · · · s can be te on 
of the various sensory signal_ sySte";i smell and"' Tb• 
sistent-so that hearing and ."?ht ~ie same mess~:g ti• 
touch etc. seem all to be gi,ong ans of brta . ~" 
problem then is simply to devise al m; this probl~";;,;1 b) 
code. Levi-Strauss thinks he has so t~I to be astonis 
those who have doubts can hardly 31 ·ge1"'' 
the ingenuity of the exercise_ M" d is of a dim~~ 

The ninth chapter of The Savage made some re ,pei' 
kind from the rest and I have already ~ more than ~ 
about it at pp. 14-15. Here I will do n ing is th_at_ ctioO 
that What L~vi-Strauss seems to be say the dJStln ;i~ 
attaches much too much importance to! events '' ytl 
between histbry-as a record of actua ce-and ~ ;, 
Occurred in a recorded historical sequen curred, \,1 
Wh;ch simply reports that certain e~ents occhronolo~&•· 
• dream, Without special emphaSJs onf mation< ut· 

- ' S<que~ce. History records structural trans o;ecords_ s~n•· 
.chronically over the centuries· ethnography connn Jte • I turaI tr sf ' 

5 
the d t 1 • an °rmations synchronkally acros ,eeot ied 

p:=-•::r case the scientist. as observer, is able t~nterr<)'tb' 
'Y~m e o)<nnutation.s and combinations 0 f_a~bili ty O ,, 
diachr • •dea., •nd behav!ou,s. The intclhg• 1ess tb., on1c transfo . . d no vi 
the intellig;b·l- '"''"ons ts no greater an ations- id 
hnplication, :h":\ ~f the 'Ynchronic transf c;::":or)' w0J~­
be to apply to it t~{ Way to make sense of. 1~J,ich L ,, 

.I StrauSs is <khibitin _method of myth analys,s thololP j 
Whethe, such an,!''" h,s study of American my apP"' 
to professional hist ~"'•ne could POSsibly have anY ry it '' 
not for Ille to say ~rians or Philosophers of hi5ro rracJ.: 
of conventional ~nt~';"nly it lie, far off the beatenhalf ' 
century has P•id little :,~010!<>' Which for nearlr opOY 
or to speculative interpret1~0 n. either to grand ph1lo5 

So let us go hack to sorn:t10ns of the nature of historY• 
I ' convcntjon,1 anthropologJ· 
i I 
I 94 
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The Elementary Structures of Kinship 

:;id so at last we come to Levi-Strauss' contributions to 
t~~hip theory. This is technical anthropological stuff and 
111• ers who prefer a diet of souffle to suet pudding must 
111

1nd their digestion. This part of Levi-Strauss' work was 
~st1Y published before 1949. 

st have ignored the chronology because, in this area of 
r Udy, I am quite out of sympathy with Levi-Strauss' posi­
/ 0n (see p. ro), but I must now try to explain just what 
1he_ argument is all about. One long established anthropo­
k~g1cal tradition, which goes back to the publication of 
•v1organ's Systems of Consanguinity and Affinity of the 
liurnan Family (1871), is to attach especial importance to 
~he way words are used to classify genealogically related 
IIJdiVid ls Although there are thousands of different 
h11- ula • ges all kin term systems belong to one or 
"'11an angua ' , ' How h Id 

Other of bout half a dozen types • s ou we explain 
thi , ~ d es not follow Morgan at all closely but 
h s. LeV1-Strauss o. x ect that any particular system 
e a~sumes, ru: we might e ~f the "system" of_all possible 

of kin terms 1s a synta~m is in tum, a precipitate of a 
8Y~tems (cf. p. 48), which 'This line of thought is con­
~niversal human psych010f~ography' of Lounsbury and 
Sistent with the 'formal e (see stheffler, 1966: 75 f.) but 
Others in the United Stat~h the position of most British 
• "hie wit 18 quite incompatI ologists. • • 
functionalist anthr0 P r will argue that the _different maJor 

If d the latte re a response to different patterns presse , yscem a • I ·b 
typ f kin term~ ther than to any umversa attn ute es o ·sation ra 
Of social organ1 ·nd, 
Of the human J1ll 
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kinship wor , 
All the same, despite their contempt for the study of 

the functionalists attach great importance to this. Anthro­
kinsh~p behaviour. There is ?o mystery a~ou~ in situations 
polog1sts are usually observing human being nication are, 
where the facilities for transport and comm; individU3~ 

by modern standards, very bad. Mos~ 0[ ta ~ew miles 0_. 

under study spend their whole lives witbm_ uch circuJ!l 
the locality in which they were born an~ m ;his doe5 not 
stances most neighbours are biological kin. cognise 0~~ 
mean that the people concerned will always retach speC1 

another as kin or that they must inevitably at and the 
Value to ti<:5 ~f kinship, but they -~ay do 1f~;IY·. e 
antbropologist s experience is that this is very utside ti! 

Th . • y lies o t te e general background of kmsh1p theor h' h mus . 
scope f h' · t w JC (he) 0 t 1s book but there is one key pom k"nshiP I 
understood. \Vhen anthropologists talk about t1 bioJogicat 
c1re cancer d •• . . d no piP 
facts and ne with soc,a/ behaviours an "delY discre aJI)' 
that it is the two sets of data are often s? WI_ withou_t ' is • 
refere often convenient to discuss kinship. which ·e 

nee to b" 1 cuon . ha' labelled 'ki h.1O ogy. All the same, any a aJys1s he 
some tenuo:s ip behaviour' must in the last an back t0 t·1d 
self-eVident r5 hnk With biology-it must rrace wn chief 
and that bro:t that a ~other is 'related' to her 0e rnotlt 
are related to ers and sisters (siblings) of the sam 

Mo~t kinshio~e another. anth'~ 
pologist in ~ acts Present themselves to the field said his 
: O~~ants Use :-:r:· hl_n the first place as I ha~:e f ath~ 
their vi~i'::;~•~. aunt, ~0

1P. terminology-words h eople ~ 
that there a;e l~to_ signifi~:in etc,-to sort out the ·i e!ller~ 11 
are considered al"ious !lets n: groups, but second~y 1 

5 will' 
between any t-. esp~cially O behaviours and attitude riate :iS 
particular Way IVo lll.~h.id~Prropriate or inapprop d jJl 3 

speak in the p~~~~t tnay \! d~erned to be relat~ ne"et 
be a good thing if of his ,_ said that a man shoul ollld 

he ·••oth • ·t W 115 \Ver er-in-law or that 1 fa e to bO 96 lllarry a girl W 



The Elementary Structures of Kinship 
~to the . , 
dau h same kin term class as his mother's brothers g ter. 

If wear . 
f.topl I' ~ lrY_Ing to understand the day to day behaviour of 
as the iving m close face-to-face relationship, facts such 
~et~~ are clearly of great significance and a good deal of 
cove~n a~thropologist's research time is taken up with dis­
lYste g Just how these two frames of reference-the 
lltitu~ of verbal categories and the system of behavioural 
anthr es-a~e interconnected. But for the chair-borne 
a sen?Polog1st, whether he be an inexperienced student or 
quit ior professor, the data of kinship offer delights of 
1 ~ _another kind. 

Par~ its original context a kinship terminology is just a 
·1,h• of a spoken language; there is nothing very particular 
tri lch ~eparates kinship words ~ro~ other "_Vords-indeed 
t 0st kinship words have non-kinship meanings. Here are 
_1Vo examples: If you address someone as 'Father O'Brien' 
>ou probably believe that he is both celibate and childless, 
1n the English East Anglian dialect the word ·mother' used 
to mean an 'unmarried girl'! Howe':er,_ if we ignore context, 
and, rely exclusively on orthodox dictionary definitions the 
ll'ords of an kinship vocabulary c_an be tr~ated as a closed 
~t-the e\{ments of an algebraic. matrix which refers 
exc1 . l ical connections. Once the words 
hav u~vely. t~ ge~~~ otts way the inv_estigator is tempted 
to e . een iso ate. f terms is logically coherent, and 
t believe that this set O derived in a similar way from 
"hat other sets of termhs, ve a comparable coherence. In 
~ther l must a • l • b th" anguages, . f kinship termmo og1es ecomes an 

Is Way the analy~1s h othe original facts on the ground are 
:lld in itself, to wh~Cesomc and perhaps misleading irrele­
elated only as a or 

Vance. . apcrs, Levi-Str~uss displayed a healthy 
In his earhcr P this sort of thmg but as his own field 

Scepticism abou~ s further into the background he has 
experience re~; rnore obsessed with his search for uni­
become rnore 
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• d increaSJng ri! versals applicable to all humamty, an I a recent_P3[-; 
temptuous of the ethnographic evidence. ~ysis of kins 11 

he has remarked, with regard to the ana 
terminologies, that: • hat th& 

.. proved t •hicl F. G. Lounsbury and I. R. ~uchler h~vel erfection :: th~ 
nomenclatures manifest a kmd of logic? Ptific stud}, &i 
:makes them authentic objects of scien to etPOS~el~ 
approach has also permitted Lounsbury terial '1 -~ 

• • • ry ma .. g 1 unrehab1hty of some of the documenta uesuon1n 
accustomed to handling without ever q .i 

, Value" (F.K.s., 1965: 13). has~:; : 
' M d" , • Strauss , is 

Y 1sagreemem here is basic. Levi- hropolog) tri I l~.~;ewhere that he considers that so~ial antthat its ce~;r-· 
anch of semiology" which would imply f thC J11

11
11 cone • • . . re o a 

in em 1s with the internal logical structu bject Jlloei'! I 

ofg~ set5 Qf symbols. But for me the real su crual s ; i 
social h • the a of11 

behaviou ant ropolog~ always remains }<inshiP ~ tifiC I 
clatures ; of human beings. Whether or n~t ts of sc1enauc· 
research" ~n be regarded as "authentic obJCC ost eJllP'\ ~ 
ally the 1~5 pe~haps a matter for debate, but 01 

5 caJlll~oC\I' 
Used to de~~~a . analysis of these term sy5re:dy of 
lllentary lll ~in~ Whether any particular b if. A. ateria1 1 • , ..ia 

nyway d • 5 or 1s not "reliable". uss w ,.l Contr'b • espne th C .I. • srra rJl"" 
With l Ution to k· e~e later tendencies, Lc:Vl· conce oc· 
ture ~~e trivialitie~n~h1p . theory has not be~nh the s_tf of 
interest convention l f kin term logic but ~1t wor1' 15 rt 
open to :e all anth:o rules_ of marriage. Th~S details ~,, 
LeYi-Strauss ~:ni_e k.iuli~0 &•~ts even though its arnelY ~~.11 
perfection of liable to b 0 hJections as before-n hC ]ogd·s­
regards the en, t~e. 'syste:~ine so fascinated by t t }le 1 

The onhod0 ~ 111CaJ facts s he is describing tha 
0 ta t • " trau· . • . t s r any discuss· lti.on f JS 

to the elernenta;;n r°f k.in~htunctionaJ anthropo!oferen_cC 
arnuy_ A.P cb~haviour with a re th 11' 
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Tlie Elementary Structures of Kinship 

1!cn~ ?Y_ties ~f filiation and to its brothers and sisters by 
fw~- s~bl~ngs~1p. These links provide the basic bricks out 
lepe ~ kinship systems are built up. Other discriminations 
illot~ on whether or not either parent has children by 
1y rn:r ~pous:, whether or not affinal kinship (estab!ish~d 
lased :riage) 1~ or is not treated as the same as kmsh1p 
!row in fihanon and siblingship, and so on (Radcliffe-
l' ~· 1952: 51). 

he ~I-Strauss puts the emphasis elsewhere. Admittedly, in 
eco a~t majority of societies, a child needs to have two 
egiJnised parents before it can be accepted as a fully 
:hilct :ate member of society, but the legitimacy of the 
·ath epends upon the relationship between the parents 
he er_ than the relationship between the parents and 
111 thlld. So Levi-Strauss would claim that the conventional 
a Ysis starts at the wrong place. . 

. lbe average young adult is a member of a group of sib-
1ngs (A) and, as a consequence of marriage, will be brought 
llto a new (affinal) kind of relationship with another group 
lf siblings (BJ. (See Fig. 6.) 1:he relationship of siblingship 
lt\<i the relationship of affinity are thus_ structurally con­
trasted as: + / _. As a result of the m~rr1age, a third group 
of si.blin s (C) will be generated and this new gro~p will be 
related i each of ·the previ~us grou~s, but how it will be 
telated will depend on a vanety of circumsta~ces. All that 
one . e is that If the system is one of uni­
lin can say at th1~ stag atrilineal (C--*A) or matrilineal 
(C eaJ descent, eith!~io~ships betwee1! members of A and 
llJ ~B) then the rel . some sense be the opposite of' the 

ernbers of C must m members of B and the members of 
relationships between 
C. 1 sis of this superficially simple situation 

A. complete ana )'.aeration of a wide variety of 'types' of 
\Vould require con_si brother /brother, brother /sister, hus­
telationship, e.gti~r /son, father/ daughter, mother /son 
band/wife, :::r, mother's brother /sister's son, mother'~ 
lllother / daug 
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h. role to that o 

action by which a brother changes is ds. 
band, on empirical rather than logical groun • the 

exchange 
"ln human society it is the men who 
women, and not vice versa" (S.A.: 47). highl)' 

• Jll ust seern . o! 
To the non-anthropologist all this . the direct1°~ t!1 

artificial but for Levi-Strauss it is a st~p 10 tom a prob ere­
making the study of apparently freak~sl~~~\entlY, it~~ 
for scientific investigation: or, to put it 1. e fro!ll d1' 

. lisanon sents the establishment of a genera ' f cts 
particulars. empirical ~~ 

ln the history of anthropology t?\ early tet\ the 
emer~ed the other way round. L_owicf example~ ~J1lio• 
(Low1c, 1920: 78) gives a long senes O hat jnd1sc ther's 
• l • • h 1 • es so mew ' mo . avuncu ate , a term which e app_ 1 . linking a . nsh'P5 
ate\y to a1most any special relat10nship ial relaO? nas 
brother with his sister's son. That such ~pee d·stribut1°11d the 
existed in apparently random worldwide 1• years an t for 
been known to ethnographers for nearly 10d0 to accoull ,er'i 
most diverse explanations have been o!f ere eem co fit ~,.,,11, 
such c~stoms. Some of these explanations 5 adcliffe-B! 1,e,+ 
well with particular sets of local facts (e.g. R 1erit of hich 
1952: ~h. I; Goody, 1959), but the apparent "11eorY ~v. eal 
S~a~ss approach is that he offers a general t f t1J11\J!l 
sd ou d apply wherever there is any ideology O "" 

esccnt. • aY v-
Unfortunate\ at AS Jl1 ·ci"e 

seen from Fi Y We ~ust at once draw a caved ~j,c po51 tbc 
examples to ~il~ Levi-S~auss originally off ere 0115iderS iC'I 
possibility of n!tra~e his thesis but he never fie hiS \og 111cs 
schema. Moreov gative cases which do not 1t resll \\'' 
that unilineal deser the argument as presented, ~s ,.,,n° ~: 

d cent sy t , hich l dio,· untrue, an . bec:a\lse i • . s ems are universal, W all 
flourish: tis untrue, Levi-Strauss' final gr 

"the avuncular rel . fo!i11' 
ationsh· . al 

1P, in its most geneT 
J02 



The Elementary Scructures of Kinship 

is nothing but a corrollary now covert now explicit, 
of h • ' ' t e universality of the incest taboo" (S.A.: 51). 

seerns to be reduced to nonsense. 
L However that may be, Levi-Strauss' major kinship treatise, 
es Structures elementaires de la parente is no more than 

:n enormously elaborated and convoluted version of this 
d e~eral proposition and it suffers throughout from the same 
a~ ects. Logical arguments are illustrated by means of 
r egedly appropriate ethnographic evidence, but no atten­
/ 0n Whatever is paid to the negative instances which seem 
0 abound. 
The big book starts off with a very old-fashioned review 

of 'the incest problem' which brushes aside the substantial 
eVidence that there have been numerous historical societies 
in which 'normal' incest taboos did not prevail. This allows 
Levi-Strauss to follow Freud in declaring that the incest 
taboo is the corner-stone of human society. His own explan­
atio of this allegedly universal natural law depends upon a 

, theo~ of social Darwinism similar_ to that favoured by the 
I.:n li yh 1 th-century anthropologist Edward _Tylor. The 
l g s .9 . d that in the course of evolut1on, human 
atter mamtame . ' f • • g their womenfolk away to 
societies had the c?mce O giv;~eeping their womenfolk to 
create political alhan~es 0 ~.~ed off by their numerically 
themselves and getting ki. tances natural selection 
superior enemies. In such circum~ 't·es ;nforcing rules of 

• f ur of soc1e I f h 'Would operate m avo 'tl the converse o t e 
exogamy which Tylor equat~~ wi 1 The error is rudi-
• d . LeV1-Strauss. 
1ncest taboo. So also oes 
tnentary: is really 

" . . ction between incest and exo~a~Y •• a.nd while 
the d1sttn cc between sc)( and marriage, ' l 

only the diffcret~nows the ciiffcrencc many anthroPO ()­
every teenager onfused ... " (Fox, 1967: 51). 

• t thenl c . 
gtSt5 ge . JI human societies of which we have 

that in a 
l"he fact is • 103 
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• sex refano detailed knowledge the conventions governing ·ng marri3ge 
• govern1 1 rer are quite different from the conventwns . •ng the at 

• h begmm so there is no case for saving that m t e . 
, diS· must have been derived from the former. oes on co d 

Once past this initial hurdle Levi-Straus} ~xchange _an 

cuss the logical possibilities of s~st~ms f~rms of marriage 
then to consider certain rather spec1ahsed "bilities, bir. 
regulation as examples of these logical pos_si rett'-' muc ~ 

Th h 1s p •; ~e11, • e argument about exchange, as sue ' d vith the\. ni 

hne w; th '4• uss' Essai sur le don ( r 924) an Th~ con'!"'.'~ 
of the Bnt,sh functionalists (e.g. Fir<h).. xpress"'\r 
of gift-giving are interpreted as symbolic; relation5, 1n 
so~ething more abstract, the network .0 in queS~~g 
Which links together members of the society equent f 

11 The • • d he cons to s,. • givmg of women in marriage an t . that is ,,, 
1
~g of a special form of artificial kinship-thers-in-ll1'1rsr ~ e creation of the relationship between br? the conr~cu is seen • · n m h bl d• • as 51mpJy a special case an extensio d are a_ i.t irect1on f h ' "f f foo flg1, 

ally • 0 t e process whereby g1 ts O ess the Ii 
•nd ::~~•n?ed on ce,emonial occasions '? exp~ af!initJ'·f 
the jar gations of existing ties of kinslup ?~ft exchant/1

1 constitugton of Barthcs' semiology (p. 47), gi ode for 
111 esa" ec •o CJ<:prCssion o syst~m ", a general Ianguag men' is ie 

5Ystem With· f relationships. 'Exchange of wo ableS otl 
0 than "'onien1'nisthat "system"; 'Exchange of va(U e sequen3 

of e~changes • a?other such system. The routin articul r 

!!1arnage in :-hrch occurs in the context of a p of th 
s 

5
Ystem•·. L'he .;:articular society is a syntag~ is t/1' 

T~:e ;:;~at Whi~~h~dology for breaking the_ co c~aptetS 
as Paradi :&e_ systern!s been described in earlie~e rreat~ 
logical strg u .itic tt-ansr of diffcren t societies al 

0
..,111° 

c:tu 0 rrn ti • g c •· • r' marriage (i re_ 1-fow a ons of an underlym regil 
iust one alt·e. the C:>cchever, leVi-Strauss does not n) i • • er11at· a11g ....,e · 
IS Primary_ l;n < IIV'e SYst e Of Women between ,.. y· l 

~ c <1irn elll of man ' 
s that he exchange among J1leJl 

104 C<1use, in the case of wo 



Tl1e Elementary Structures of Kinship 
the rel a ti h • 
stitut d hons 1P symbolised by the exchange is also con-
~1nb e 1 Y the thing exchanged, the relationship and its 
in rn ° . are one and the same, and the giving of women 
form arn?e must be considered the most elementary of all 
r1·n s 01 exchange. It must be deemed to have preceded 
• evo uti ) the r 1 . on . the exchange of goods, where the sign and 

Ase a~onship that is signified are distinct. 
f.eVi.s With th~ case of the earlier avunculate argument, 
dist trauss' discussion of marriage rules in S.E.P. (1949) was 
Pri;:t_ed by his erroneous belief that the great majority of 
now i~ve societies have systems of unilineal descent. By 
th e has come to realise that this was a mistake, and 
firere is an interesting contrast between pp. 135-6 of the 

st ed· • latt ltton and pp. 123-4 of its 1967 successor. In the 
er he weakly concludes: 

''N evertheless since this book is limited tp a consideration 
of elementary structures, we consider it is justifiable to 
leave provisionally_ or_i o';!e side examples which relate to 
Undifferentiated fihanon ( ! ) 

' htc:identally, as time goes on, it b~comes increasingly diffi­
cult d t d just what Levi-Strauss really means by 
'ele to un ers ant res' The reader needs to appreciate that 
th mentary s~u~ u f ·what are usually considered to be 
, e great ma1onty .0 . Congo Pygmies and Kalahari 
Ultra primitive' soc1enes (e,Zs of unilineal descent. 
Bushmen) do not have sy5te und Levi-Strauss' thesis. First 

1-lowever, let me try to exf~orated form of Fig. 6 (above 
let us consider Fig. 8 as. ~n e i3descent groups are represented 
t>. Ioo}in which two uml!n~a airs: AI, A2, A3 on the one 
as three generations of sibling Ph Let us suppose that Ar 

' h n the ot er. A 1 • 
I and and BI, B2, B3 o . either because the I ma e is 
I and B1 are allied by mamage:.nce versa, or becaus~ both of 

tnarried to the Bx female or l ce Then, in the prgon of 
these marriages have ta\~n p :re. classificatory first cross­
anthropology, the B2 sib mgs 105 
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Lineage A 
Lineage B ~. 

• AI x~ 

• A2 
• B2 

~ 
• • B3 

1assi 
flg. 8 ,e C ¢ 

siblings a • _5tra ' 
• h"le the B3_ . gs. J,eVl rri3g cousins of the A2 sibling~, '~ ;f the A3 s1bhnetical ro~Jlg ~r 

ficatory second cross-cousins . d of hypoth rpetua 't hl' 
first of all considers various kin ~ effect of pe 

0
nce .1 ectll 

conventions which would have t ~ the B groupvere dir.
5
tef 

alliance bet\veen the A group an h exchange" 
11

ged 51 of • 
been established. II, for example, t ~ ays exch•.,.1en'.,h, 
,ecipmcat, so that the A males a w the equ~ 'e W1 

0
, 

with the B males, then this would be r ,narr>•g daugh 1, 
marriage rule expressing preference fo, sister's ,,,ou 
mother•~ bmthe,•, daughter or a !ath~r s strtlcture ,,;1h j 
but a different kind of overall pohtical f siste15 ·e5 h. 
result if the rules required an exchange O n marri r hi' 
second cousin, so that, for example, a r;{a ghter 0 
mother's mother's brother's daughter's au ·n

1
pl

1 
mother's fath7r's sister's daughter's daughter. erY Sl d t 

As a f':1rther co~pli~ation he suggests th~t -~guisbC ,f 
organisa~1~ns ~f _this k1nd_ ~an be usefully diStJ nvo t) ol 
'harmonic or d1~~arrnon1c . lie recognises only rype\~ 
of descent: ~a~nhneal and tnatrilineal, and tWO oJog1 el 
residence:. _vmlocal. and UXorilocal, In anthroP.oiJl )1 
jargon a vinlocal res1dence rule requires a wife to l 
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to join h?n t1_1arnage, an uxorilocal rule requires a husband 
lllatri( IS wife. Systems which are patrilineal-virilocal or 
Patnr ineal-uxo~·ilocal are harmonic; systems which are 
har"' ln:al-uxonlocal or matrilineal-virilocal are dis-

•11onic. 

str~ll 0ese arguments are highly theoretical. By some 
be .1fhing of the evidence some parts of the discussion can 
Po I Ustrated by ethnographic facts which have been re­
nted of the Australian Aborigines, but the latter arc in 
I\, stnse typical of primitive societies in other parts of the 
e or d, and there is no justification for Levi-Strauss' appar­
hnt Postulate that once upon a time all ultra primitive 

11111an societies operated in accordance with an Australian 
structural model. On the contrary there are good grounds for 
supposing that they did not. 

liowever, for what it is worth, Levi-Strauss maintains, 
On logical grounds, _that harmonic structures are unstable 
and that disharmontc structures are stable so that systems 

1, Clf the first type will tend to evolve ~nto the second type. 
I tather than vice versa, or alt~rnattv~Jy that harmonic 

•Ystems of 'restricted exchan~e proVIde the , base from 
\Vhich l emerged harmomc systems of generalised 
~)( 1~ve e terms need furt~er _explanation. 

c~a~ge • Thesclasses all varienes o~ directly reciprocal 
. Levi-Strauss f Hing into one ma1or category echange 

515ter exchang~ as a change) which he distinguishes from 
ht~streint (restricted ex orY echanye yeneralise (generalised 

l h • r categ h s ot er maJO . d exchange, so t e argument goes, a 
exchange). In resmctea sister if he has a positive assurance 
lnan only gives aw:[k' a wife; in generalised exchange he 
that he wHI get_ b r to one group but gambles that he will 
o· • 515te 'f f h tilVes away 111s • k a w1 e ram some ot er group. The 
be able to get bac_5 widened-the individual gets two 
flO\itical aJliailce\\'~ere previous~y he had only one--but 
brothers in Ja\\/' ter. Asymmctncal arrangements of this 

grea • l . . the . ks are 1 11 t to marnage rues 10 which marriage ns jva e 
kind are ego 
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Levi-Strauss 'th tbe arriage \\1 

l·s approved and m with one cross-cousin 
other forbidden, e.g. : . ral cross- , d} 'matnlate • e rUle 
1. mother's brother's daughter approve cousin rnarr13& 

father's sister's daughter forbidden 
or • atrilateral ~ro;rUle' 

2. father's sister's daughter approve_d d } Jousin xnarn3& 0,,1 
mother's brother's daughter forbid en 111e prac ol 

·ust the sa hange 
Rules of the second kind have J . rocal e}(C . su3USI 

d a rec1p u\\ri· · 
c~msequence as rules base o~ t t110ugh nd the\ 
sisters so they are of no serious mteres ' currence a 111er,1• 
devotes much attention to their alleged oc logical arg~ii1 

have been the source of much a11thropo 0usin J113 b)'n° 
R 1 f .1 1 cross-c vas . 

U es o the first type ('matn atera e . 5crauSS' 0s510P· 
are much more common and though L VI· •10us diSC 0on5 

, • to ser f\'a 
means the first person to bring them in f cal obse ce• 
he ~id manage to make a number of theor~ 11 'signific_an ,\'efi 
Whtch proved to be of considerable pracuca le if it j!l' 

A -1 • ge ru , geS . t11atn ateral cross-cousin marna . of )inea ei"er. 
stnctly enforced, would produce a cha!O d ,wife rec ,h& 
f;;manent affm_al alliance of wife giv~rs an arado": \\ 

g. 9). Such diagrams seem to contain a P 
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~ill the men of Group z get their wives? Where will the 
~e;s_of the men of Group X find their husbands? 
S\ttneVI-Strauss discusses this puzzle at enormous length. Any 
Pr<Jd. rnary of the argument, let alone of the rival arguments 
leadi uced by other authors, would be preposterously rnis-
5Yst ng _but perhaps the heart of the matter is this: the 
be _ern illustrated in Fig. 9, as it works out in practice, must 
!is/n some sense circular. Either the X group give their 
llt~~s to the Z group direct, or else through several inter­
'1/h iary groups of similar kind: in any event the women 
.,,. orn the Zs take in as wives are the equivalents of the 

0n:e_n whom the Xs give away as sisters. 
Ill 1:ev1-Strauss recognises that the difficulties in the way of 
aintaining such a system of 'circulating connubium' for 

11ly length of time must be very considerable and he claims 
1hat, in practice, the marriage circles will always break 
down into hierarchies such that the intermarrying lineages 
Will be of different status. The ~esulting marriage system 

1, Would then be hyper~amous, with _the g!o~ps at the top 
• tee • . omen as tnbute from their social inferiors 
'. S~IVI~g '\ut on this fragile base~ echange generaiise is 

thena:~~loped into a prin~iple w_h1ch _explains the evolu­
tion of egalitarian primitive society into a hierarchical 

society of castes and classes. sounds preposterous and 

wJhus reduce:, tt1u~~~;~th it is still open to all kin~::~ 
. ~n presente a d tructive sort, and yet there . 

trittcism of the most es me partS of the theory and 15 an 
~ Odd kind of fit between ~~ even though, at times th ~ome 

of the facts on the grr~:iy turn Levi-Strauss' argu~enet bacts 
" d perve • h" ack un the groun le the systems m w 1ch hype 

~ to front! for e}{~n;r td the wildes; extremes arc a:ga~ous 
hierarchy is car~!r than brid_e-pnce,. while the sy::%:t~d 
With dowry rat l cross-cousm marriage is the rul in 
Which rnatrila:::C the wife givers rank higher than ~~os~ly 

~ tai- the forJll e Wife .. e ,, 
teceiverS· 
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Levi-Strauss 
that if tbert 

Levi-Strauss himself seems inclined to arg~~ nt with hii 
arc any ethnographic facts which are ~onsis e prove that, 
general theory then this alone is suffic1e?t ~oht but evend 
• • ' S rig I ' 

m Its basic essentials the general theory I pt that kJ11 
h. ' h dly acce 1s most devoted followers could ar 
of proposition. ·med that th: 

Els~w~ere (C.C. : r 2 7) Levi-Strauss has c~ai the fact_ 1~~ 
supenonty of his method is demonstratedf / man soCleo,, 
? vast multiplicity of types and sub-types~ gf1~ 1 princiP1eS; 
15 here reduced to "a few basic and meanin • of hUJll l b h . • 1·orit)' • .Ju 

Ut c fails to point out that the vast ma d rneanill!,',.\' 
• • • an f Jl3" societies are not covered by his basic a1·or a '. 

P • • be a rn au,) nnciples at all! Moreover there seems to ' Levi·Str 
at the . ding to very root of his argument. Accor 
we need to think of: \!age 

.. . t oflang !Je' 
hmarnage rules and kinship systems as a sor ensure, 1. 

t at is t • ed to f co11 
tw O say a set of operations design pe o .., 

een • d' • ·n ty d he•· mu . 11:1 IVIduals and groups, a certaI , woul r, 
be ~~cat~on. The fact that the 'message 110 circlll~e 
betw nstttuted by the women of the group wt aS in. o· 
case ~1~ clans, lineages or families (and no ;011p of\1 
lating be~guag~ itself, by the words of the 9he fact t\ 
the Phe iVeen mdividuals) in no way alters t js jdell , 
cally th~omenon considered in the two cases ,vnere • 
d'ff ... same" ( . 61 i erent and rn • A.S., 1958: 69; cf. s.A_·. ered-) 

But of c uch less literal translation JS off •eJ.' 
- 0 urse h obi into the t ere is • e all i 
myself. j~CSsion of no such identity. If I grv 055& 1 

and possibf;1~ly l shatorn~one else, I no long_er ~"cll:l.11~ 
object but 1 hreta.in so gam s_omething else in origi_!l• 
transmit a :mes av-e litni~ residual claim on the ut 1f . 
utterance, I do iage to ~ l'lly previous rights- 13 sfec 
shared my infor: d~I>tiv-e ~one else by making a 3vi!l 
repeat the operatiintion WithYse}f of anything at all- f-Jd·~tel 

and one 1· . e 1" sh<lr . 1stener I can unill 
C1tvv• 

I 10 1th another. 
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Cert • I 

fra ain Y there is some kind of analogy between the two 
int:es of reference, -- a collectivity of lineages which 
up ;marry ~orm a 'kinship community' in a sense which is, 
forrno a P0 int, comparable with the 'speech community' 
con/d by _any collectivity of individuals who habitually 
Poi erse With one another, but, as Levi-Strauss himself has 
..._1~ted_ out in a different context, the concept of mutuality 
r at ls of sharing common resources-is, in important 
~spects, diametrically opposed to the concept of reciprocity 

the exchange of distinct but equivalent resources (S.A. : 19). 

However, irrespective of the merits of the particular 
case, the reader of this book should notice that Levi-Strauss' 
~\'erall procedure for the analyses of marriage alliances is 
lllst the same as that which we have discussed elsewhere in 
the context of myth and totemism and the categories ot 
cooking. He treats the possible preferences for marriage 
\Vith a cousin of such and such a category as forming a 
set of 'logical alternatives, adhe:rence _to ~hich_ w~ll result in 
.i·1ff rall patterns of social sohdanty w1thm the total 
\l erent ave ' . . . 
soc· These different kinship systems, supenmposed, con­
sr iety. f arndigms (in the sense discussed at p. 48) 
\ ~~te a set O ~~~ed (a) in sets of kinship terms (b) in 
_v 1ch are mam . e and exchange. Taken all together 
1llstitutions of ~arnag "de us with clues as to the internal­
!he paradigms w1l~ pro;e human mind. 
•sea structural logic of atic. first we consider soc· • 

ihe argument is syste;;oups: then four, then eight J~~ies 
With two intermarr~~plex asymmetrical types It'. elnl 

f more h t . • 1s a a. sequence o one that even t e m~s sceptical professional 
so elegantlY de difficulty in detecting the precise point at 

I lllay find soJ11 ment runs off at a tangent. In m . 
I • Which the ar~~doct is in large mcasur~ fallacious b~t ;v:: 
~ the final enf fauacies can prove rewarding. 

the studY 0 
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7 . f Time 

"1\'lachines for the Suppression ° 

rnf111 
to pull the ar~~h Jft 

Let us go back to the beginning and trybl" h facts whimainl-
together. Levi-Strauss· quest is to es~a d'!s (/'esprit_ h~ plrt 
universally true of "the human min 1 but thlS I thJ! 

r '., ,.h • • b nawra tion I • vv at 1s 1u11versa/Jy true must e 55umP in1J 
d • • h the a n-an 0 x1cal because he starts out wit the ma I rtl wh d. • • b • g from . tha i • at 1st1ngu1shes the human em N wre, 1.e .. at.0 
15 the distinction between Culture and a tural. Main wii 
hu~ • • h • non-no c" to .. , .. anity of man is that wh1c 1s ·ng ba II D 
ag • • k com1 \\'31 ~in u1 Levi-Strauss' writings we eep .. what frOJl' 
~~Int-the problem is not mer~ly: . !7nuuishabl~\'3y~ 
N lture (as an attribute of humanity) dis "In what N

3
(llr 

thature (as an attribute of man)?" but also f om th~ ' r\ Culture of Homo sapiens inseparable r it i 
'\ 

0 Urnanity?" thl'lt ur 
Levi . idea 

I rneani~s~u~uss takes over from Freud_ the having an ie1· 
, consciog to talk about human bemgs nd, for

1 
tJ1 

, Strauss ':lsness as Well as a Consciousness _a natura' aC 
• as for F . Id 1s ' re•, 
• ~ 0 nscious E. • reud, ~he unconsc10us ieS tQ-;✓0 : 

lllJ~u,~-h go IS cultural. When Le~U~~grasP111~s 
the st.... -\.1.l'llan n--..nd" (/' --;-c-- · ) he JS. . 5••3 ''-'Ctura1 ...... espnt humam . · LeVl· '"' 5' 
~h~;iach is t~~~cts ~f the Unconscious. But hr0 ugh fo: 
is 00!;\1ne lingu~h . linguistics rather than t 55 eJllP 
the field :rely ou~st1f 111odel which Levi-Strau eticiail' j 
that the deepstl1c::tur~1 1?ate._ Present day theor recog~

1 recognition thev~l Pro~ 1ngu1stics have come to d pact 
at 1s '-CSs of · an c31 complex semantic:: en_tailed b Pattern generat10n_ to at , 

depend on mec::ha,,,. 81&nir,1~ Y the human capacity eS flli 
d b ••ti;ll\ --anc nc suggeste y the ,., . s of"' e to speech uttera cJi:t11 

"'&it I ··•uc:h ·cy 1· a c::ci11l greater compJexi def 1 
r r 2 lluter lllodel which un 



"Machines for the Suppression of Time" 

:}~0bson-Le~i-Strauss theories. Jakobson's schema of a 
um e set of binary distinctive features common to all 
: is an l~guages (see p. 28. f.) is not necessarily false but 
~till) certam~y inadequate. Where speech is concerned the 
:ow at~ ObJective of research is to discover not merely 
an chlldren learn to distinguish noise contrasts as signifi­
h t but ~ow they acquire the generative rules which allow 
,,;111 to dISti~guish meaningful patterns of sound in the first 
h ce and what sort of rules these may be. By comparison, 
1 e Patterning of manifest cultural data with which Levi­
{auss is playing is superficial. _I am ready to concede that 
e structures which he displays are products of an un­

onscious mental process but I can see no reason to believe 
bat they are human universals. Bereft of Levi-Strauss' re­
~Urceful special pleading they appear to be local, function-
1 ly determined, attributes of particular individuals or of 
1articular cultural groups.20 However, as Yvan Simonis has 
lbserved, although Levi-Strauss originally set out to dis­
blay the structure of the human mind he has ended up 
'I telling us something about the structure of aesthetic 

Perception. 
1-lis starting point, let us remember, was that the specifi-1 

1a1ly human quality of human beings is that they have a I 
anguage. At one level this allows man to commumcate and 
~orrn social relations and at another it is an essential element 
•n h . II , h" k" g' in that we t e mystenous process we ca t m m • 
Ill • t and then represent Ust first categorise our environmen , , ds') th c 1 (' I ents of language wor ese categories by symbo s e em 
before we can 'tht~•~b~tg~h:;·means of word symbols 

lnis proc~s~s ~f s~m~o:) entails a h_ighly complc?' inter­
(and other km he individual who is domg the thmkm~ and 
Play between t about which he is thinking. For example 
the environrnent 'essential part of almost any intellectual 
• e an I 1· 111 our cuJtur t the thinker should be ab e to externa 1se 
Operation is :S~umbers which are 'in his head' and write 
the words a 
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Levi-Strauss . gs and 

. lse make dra_win d the 
them down on pieces of p~per (01 e, Thus cons1d_ere1;rion 
models of 'what he is thinkmg abo~t ). f the rnanipu first . 
operation of 'thinking about' consiS!S O d out in the , ;n 

h• h tarte fngs µ• of reduced models of ideas w IC s ' ts' and 't 1 1, in 
l• 'even ' nt ), place as words, which symbo JSe . ker very rece jsario.~ 

the environment external to the th1!°1 d this externalJllodd' 
the last decade or so, we have earned the 'reduced deSign 
process a step further. Having create e can no\\' the~. 
in the form of a computer programme, '~ipulation_0~0 the 
machines which do a great de_al of th_e ;afeed-back in 
own account without any 1mmedia · ge aod 
brain of the thinker at all. . verbal Jang~\ e,-.:i~t 

In taking this step beyond ordinary s mbols_ wh1~n. ~ 11_ 
beyond ordinary written symbols, to Y d which c ,,,1th 
'out there' as part of the environment ~n thernseh'e5alrllo51 
Were, be made to play logical games Y m to have ~jtillg' 
out conscious human intervention, we ~e had anY' guag~ 
gone full circle. Primitive man, before ~ s oken }anent O I 
perhaps even before he had developed his ~ instrUJll Jl1en~ 
to~ point where it could be used as a refin: as inS~utrJus5 
lo~ic, Was already using ·things 'out there f Le'l1•5 d pit 
:,;t~ Which to think. This is the essenc~ / and f00fer 1° 

g tt:ients about totemic species categone ' hi·ch re '/ art parat1on c t • ·es w t11e 
thi , a egones-they are categon nd 

ngs out th , • . • ment a ~ 
things ere _in the human enY1ron to cat- ,)1iCI' 

But, 1~ for thinking not just things good hOugllt '' 1111 
are 'out th:: ~he reduced models of human/ rns_..e.g:1e i 
P:inted Page \t~- assurne many different ~~n in qtl~ i11r 
different way fro his _book conveys informan tape O gll' 
grooves of a gr tn either a length of computer tbO~ et· 
which is intern:i~oPhonc record-so also humanoJl dlj{ ii 
en_t f?nns. When o .:,~e individual brain can take we \, 
thmking by means of tnonitor our own speech e otl1..,1 
ways ~l~ I~ Which WcPatterned sound but there ~r s gO"" 
for thinking • treat sound as 'thtng 

patterns 
II4 
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Us ~o7letely random mixed up sound is just noise; it tells 
alwt mg at all. But patterned sound of any kind will 
reco Ys. convey information of some sort. Thus we can 
r.o~;nise the b_ark of a dog, the screech of an owl or the 
a/j p of a passmg motor-bicycle. Noises of these sorts are 
&om atterned, though the patterning is of a different kind 
O\vn that of a spoken language. It is not generated by our 
das,s unconscious mental processes. But there is yet another 
;eith of patterned sounds, which we call music, which is 
~u _er speech-in any simple sense-nor noise which com­
'tr nicates information about the outside world. For Levi­
~ a~ss. music is something of a test case. Music is of human 
. &in, not animal origin; it is part of Culture not Nature; •et • : It is not part of a system of exchange in the same sense 
,-lat spoken language is a system of exchange; the 'meaning' 
.f lttusic cannot be reduced to a model or diagram in the , 
~ay the 'meaning' of a kinship system or a set of myths f 
~ay be reduced. -

''But that music is_ a language by whose means messages 
are elaborated, that such messages can be understood 
b h but sent out only by the few, and that it 
y t e many ·r h • al all the languages un~ :5 t e contradictory 
hone amonf b . at once intelhg1ble and untranslat 

c aracter o emg k the creator of music a bein~ 
~ble-these facts m~e ~usic itself the supreme mystery 
like the gods and ma All other bran~hes of knowledge 
of human kn_?~Iedgf ds the key to th ell' progress" (C.C. : 
Stumble into it, it ho 
i6) • ) h • 'r • d music (and dre,aff1~r;f av~ certha_m elements 

. et myth an are says LeVI- auss, mac mes for the 
11\ common: thefme': (C.C.: 24); the last movement of a 
Suppression_ of r~suppose? _by its b~ginning just as the end 
sytnphon" 1s P adY imphc1t where 1t began. The repetitions 
f '. aJre, . f • I o a. mytll 1s.c varianons o a mus1ca score produce re-

illJ.d thei:1a~e listener which depend in some way on his 
sllonses iJl • 
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Levi-Strauss rts Leli-
• 1 "ke measure (asse f 111)'th 

physiological rhythms: and. m 1 . variations O ·n 10 
S h • • d thematic n bra1 trauss), t c rcpet1t1ons an f the huma jfects-
play upon physiological characters ~ intellectual e wheD 
produce emotional as well as p~re Yer understaorls wa1-s 
Furthermore what the individual 1iste~ 1-5 in manY ,,•blt 

• f muSic ·aes , he hears a myth or a piece O . who deC1 e the 
personal to himself-it is the receivr nd music;~ \\'ho 
the message is. In this respect myt it ais the sen t,siS ~ 
converse of spoken languag~ where uuctural a_na >0r th_e 

\
decides what the message 1s. The s derstanding it is 

n un use • myth and music will lead us to a ind beca }lich 15 

/ u~conscious structure of the human t~~ brain '\ (Potl" 

lth1s unconscious (natural) aspect of . 1 cuJtura 
t • • h spec1a rtggered into response by t ese 0 
l'latural) devices . 5 of a,, 

• d ctor rs "M con u f r[lle yth and music thus appear as ·tent per .0 0111 ~1~ 
orchestra of which the listeners are the SI t ainS1 c 1·e~\ 
L aissen ·1eric e mythe et l'oeuvre musicale appar Jes SI 
des chefs l'orchestre dont Jes auditeurs sont t: 
executants (C.C. : 25_6). at poC, 

I a r • n th ·t:ige 
sho~z:iar~ Whi_ch recalls Valery's obsei:a~~ul her1 

reprendr/;claim _from music their ng 8 : 42): ed t: 
The m !a mus,que leur bien (Valery, 195 des1gll jor­

exhibit t~~s;ve _volumes of Mythologiques r~ 3mbig\ ii 
which evok og~al mechanisms and concea e the theS\1el 
that when :,et r:Se emotional responses and f the fll! i 
the interdepend ally get down to the roots O eillot1° 0i 
respo:ise is muc~~~: of logical structure and r,Jatllre 
man 1s everywhere t same everyw-here-for the j; 

Of course there .... he same. ,,osS . 
• h d .. ,ust b _,_ • 5tr" • ,, ng t an yet reductioni e a sense in which LcVI· ieilSl' ., 

ness seems to defeat its 8;:1 of this degree of comprel d'): 
of psycho-analysis, the VVn ends. Whc •n the earl)' d 3· 
dogma the universality of ~hrthodox Frc~,d~ 05 assertedi·pll 

COect· Ia oe 
1Pus Complex the II6 
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:0111 I 
~l P_~x, as such, became devoid of all analytical value. 
i;ase~/nce_ no matter how contradictory it might appear 
tii;d td. Into the pre-determined mould. And the same 
tJitino t~ing seems to be happening to Levi-Strauss. _His 
tlat h1s di~p\ay a~ increasing tendency to assert as ~09ma 
rL,. 5 discoveries relate to facts which are universal 
<1.,acte • • 
~ou h nst1cs of the unconscious process of human 
~om\~- A~ first this was simply a matter of generalising 
~g _is Primary schema of binary oppositions and mediat­
~ : 1ddle terms (which is little more than the Hegelian 
,_a of thesis, antithesis, synthesis) but lately the whole 
~stern seems to have developed into a self-fulfilling 
;0Phecy which is incapable of test because, by definition, 
1 C~nnot be disproved. For example, a footnote to Mytho­
_0eiques Ill reports on a private communication which the 
1Uthor had received from the distinguished Colombian 
tthnographer G. Rei~hel Dolmatoff relating to a Choco 
1!\yth which uses wild honey as a metaphor for human 
SJlerm. Since the "philosophy of ho?ey" which Levi-Strauss 
has painfully extracted from the piled up detail of Mytho­
lo9iques II is "inspired by the ~~alogy ~etween this natural 
~roduct and menstrual blood one m~ght have expected 
that Levi-Strauss would be somewhat disconcerted, but the 
Contrary is the case : 

''This remarkable inversion of a sy~ttoe;1y wthich :"e have 
. • vast tern 5 retching f 

revealed as occurring m ~oes not contradict our . rom 
Venezuela to Par~g~ay it by a supplementary d!nter-
pretation but ennc es imen-
sion ." (O.M-: 340 n.) . " , 

• • mcntary dimensions_ can be added to me 
lliut if "supple case then the mam theory can never ;t 
every con~~rY1 test at all. e 
Put to a cn~1cal)' valuable part of Levi-Strauss' contr·b . 

' ihe genu1n~ not the formalistic search for b" I Ut1on, . . w JS I • I inary opp in my v1c d 'their mu tip e permutations and combi . o-
s·ti s an nations ; 1 on 
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Lc\·i-Scrauss 
. ations which h~ 

but rather the truly poetic range of ass~Cl • Levi-Strauss 
brings to bear in the course of his_ an~Iysis :dinf confusing. 
hands complexity becomes revealing tnSlea ~ n of reve3l· 

It is scarcely possible to give a demon5rranowhowisheS 
ing complexity in a book of this size but anyone 1ook at PP· 
to pursue m)' comment further should take 3

1·ves a digest 
8 ' • Strauss g ·datSl 

1 -53 ?f The Savage Mind where LeVJ-. ed by the rh , U 
ana!ys1s o~ the myths an~ rituals associ~t eagles- I J!l}se~ 
Indians with their techmques of catchini Levi-Str3~cal 
have space to quote only one paragrap • the 111Yth1 • 

I that ,1•J) 
exp aining why we can be confident t eagles • e 
ani I h ·d to hun 1ve1'1° ma w o first taught the H1 atsa the w0 

not, ~s some reports have said, a bear but 
(cara1ou). These Indians hunt eagles •t pl3c~ 

"b . . d by a bal asit 
Y hidmg in pits. The eagle is attractc. b re 1iandS nti 

on top and the hunter catches it with hJS h aique prese hi 
~~~hes to take the bait. And so the tee 1~ thiS P3~~0, 
ha ind of paradox. Man is the trap'but todppithe p051 c~f· 
Of s to go down into the pit that is, to a or and hli?,,,.i 

a tra d ' h nte • nw' at th ppe animal. He is both u onlY a •ttl' 
e same t· • ·s the .-11 51 

which kn 1me. The wolverme 1 radict0•1 u-Jf 
ation: n ows how to deal with this cont r of the jirJ 
set for it•t only has it not the slightest fea r b)' ste3tl13t 
his Prey' it ~ctually competes with the traP)~ ws .•• & 
~he titua~ sometimes even his traps. It fo 0the J-Iid~0r. 

;/~~:ast Pa~~rt~nce of eagle hunting amobn! assurnP~ f 
we h hunter Y f ue to the use of pits, to t 1·teraII) ' 

ave · 0 a · • • on ( 1 •11g quarry l~st see particular low pos1n ptufl • c 
tive senWh1ch is i.n. figuratively as well) for ca A" obl'l . se ( n th ·n ..,. ·c P?int of Vi e.i.gles fl c very highest position J ytlll • 
hierarchy ~(b~;he eigi:ig~) and also frol11 a :ytlljcJ 
All of wh· . els · .. )" (Sbeing at the top of thC 

w f lch is -M • ) ay o thoughq sure\ • • 50-1 • 0,~1 
nut Y Very t1t' 

118 .tre we far removed from O ·ce fO 
sure about this? N°0 
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~rnpJe that the Hidatsa triadic schema of Sky : Earth : 
e~~o~ld : : Eagles : Bait : Man-vVolverine has exactly 
'hts e stru~ture' as the argument about coloured traffic 
'rak(p. 24) with which I started this whole discussion! 
ei/1 as a whole Levi-Strauss' analysis shows us that, in 
hu in_ ng of the Hidatsa, such practical economic matters 
titu~ting and agriculture are inextricably entangled with 
d des towards cosmology, sanctity, food, women, life 
It eath, and certainly this is diametrically opposed to 

0Wn contemporary fashion which lays it down that, 
tder to rate as rational scientists, we must keep facts 
1 Values entirely separate. Our thinking is the product of 1 
Culture alienated from Nature: that of the Hidatsa derives . 
0rn a Culture integrated with Nature. 
Yet even if we concede that, with us, there can be no 
IOtn for poets in the laboratory, we ought to recognise that 
'hen we set such store by objective rationality there is loss 
s well as gain. The poetic experience carries its own 
ltsthetic) rewards. Hidats~ thinking on these matters had 
ts counterpart in the Ancient ¥.:orld. The underworld in 
l;hi h Ul sses sees and speaks with th~ departed heroes is 
lo~ y th a ditch while that to which Ceres is annually 
~hcl. eep':{' b a;luto has only the depth of a plough furrow; 

ucte y k of the Ancients was no higher tha 
\~trespondingly the s Y moderate hills. When Vico com~ 
t e tops of s~me very_n the early 18th century he was 
~ented to th1s e~ect_ 1 ther than contempt; it needed j 
ltnbued with admiration t~a century materialism to reduce 
the arrogance o~ l~t~ I9thought to the status of a childish 
the poetry of pnnuove . 
superstition. . srrauss seems to be saying, Vico's "Poetic 

But if, as L~V(lVico: 2 I 8) ilsd a ?lal tl~ral attribute of "the 
tosmographY,, then it shou sn ie soi:newhere within 
human mind , tures of our own collective unconscious 
the hidden str~~ the age of space rockets and hydroge~ 
Perhaps e"le~ e need not be wholly beyond recall. 
b riiracilS 
ornbS 
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' '1' N t ••n5Wl I h·ch unP•, 
o es . adopts dcfiniU? Levi-suauss~, 
1. Piaget Le Structuralisme (i96B) ' list" than is es aoon fr 

• "structura Jam that Sartre is a more authentic d t length by . bY 
2. This point has been develope a ntribuuons,,1,l 

Symbolism to Structuralism (i97~)- articular, th\~~e entitl1
3 

(!\!· 
3, For further discussion see, m P osium de ember 19 000 

Ricoeur and Levi-Strauss to _the .~r::sprit II, NoVof thC. r~;n of 
Pensee sauvage et le struct_urahs~e rchaic accou~tal aescriP~e 'rt 

4. Physicists must forgive tl11~ ~ The practJC ample, 
010

urs 
between colour and thermal rad,~uonj ut as an ex rtiStS c .,v~ 
colour difference is highly techmca~ > 'standard ~ with ':

3
tiC 

flectances• (luminosities) of the t re~admium Re in the tfU!ll 
Emerald Green, Chrome Yellow and ·mmicrons aref 3 speC perr 
lengths respectively 512, 581 and ~o l~erent parts ~rest tcJll 
2 

: • 3 : 1. A thermometer placed 1';1 1 ister the ~re t . n of 
derived from a white light source will_ reg Jtra v,ole ·bJica00 fot 
tu • • 1 t n the u I pu ce re rise m the infra red and the eas 1 · ts t 1c •fican .,JJ• I • 1 1ingu1s ·gn1 ,. s. n the view of many profess1ona had a si rs on tO 

~oa~ <;:hornsky's Syntactic Structures (1~5?) carlY pape 3rgue<l~0c, 
.n&u15tics comparable to that of Einsteins -....,es been) nngil -1 tivity th • . h oroClhu tY e 11"v Lev· eory for physics, and 1t as s kobson s 0 jnt5. ,-1 
he ~sr~~ss• discredit, that in relying on 3 J\bJe. TW0, P,vor1' ~iP' 
to be O 0 wing a model that is no longer Y1 Cho!TlskY 5 he ge? 1w 
advan~ade on the other side. Firstly, even if·nvalidatc t p1sk>'.,.5 

3
r;· 

Itlerits ofon that of Jakobson, it does not .1 ·cs of Ch0 nd ,r ,Jll 
&uistics, wt~~atter; secondly, the chara~teris~enerative a ,vitll,l!i'~ 
forniational C are subsumed under the utles. comrnon is ,1 out 
&en~rative an~alllrnars, have many points in th analY5nclY· ·o:1 
Levi-Strauss ha transforrnational rules for . mY. depende 50g~~ei­~f ;1te Other s~edeve~oped on his own quite l~jcal inve aJIU it' 
be an&uage stru again "the idea of a mathema ·on:ill:Y ·n611 
ge~~~~ tneanui~~~~es, to Which Levi-Strauss oc~~~ wit\;Jl c0;. 
cerned ~Ve dcapacity" (~~Y When one consid~rs r uss )JaS b :iiS tJ1 ~ 
are actu~ll etnonstrate omsky I968 : 66). Lev1-Stra I forrns, ee no : 
'13 below). YChecordCd., ~r:ly that varieties of cuJtura other (SbieJll o, 
seeking to fo0 tnsk,y has t transformations of one an tal pro. ill'~ 
between transr;"Ulate &ra:k.le~ tl1e more fundameJ?ll discrf\110'

1 Which do not. W~"tions W~at,caJ rules which WI se an t Jlo 
"the mat sat on th Y can -We •ch rnake acceptable sen :it" bU 

6. For this use 0~ ~t"1 say: "the cat sat on the JJl !PrC: 
son's language eidos l:e t'"t'rn eid ) lJl ·1il'' 
aspects of the personau~ ers to .. ~s see Bateson (1936, Z20 ·,ogJl1 

Y of indivj...Standardisation of thC 
'-'Ua)s" 120 . 



Notes 

~- Several critics have rebuked me for mistranslation, but in fact i cited Levi-Strauss' own words to avoid this imputation. "Litcra\\y" 
onnes d Penser means "good to think" bonncs a mar19cr "good to eat" B .. ' 

• ut good to think" is not English, and the adjectival plural 
~~ t~; Frenc~ is untranslatable. It seems to me that here, as so often, 
f vi-. trauss 1s playing a verbal game. Totemic species are categories 

0 .~hmg, and it in fact conveys the meaning better to refer to them 
as goods" than my critics would allow. (cf. p. 11.) 

8• T.T. (1955): 448 "ii n'a pas de place cntre un nous ct un rien." 
9, The reader is expected to know that in Sartre's Huit Clos a 

character supports the opposite proposition "l'enler, c'est Jes 
autres'' (Garcin, during the last minute of the play). 

Io. It should perhaps be stressed however that. unlike Piaget, 
Levi-Strauss does not speculate about the ontogenetic or philogenetic 
I development of category systems_: he simpl_y relies on this s~yle of 
argument to explain the otherwise surpnsmg fact that he 1s able 
to discover strikingly similar "structures" in widely different cultural 
contexts. 

11 . Jt is the constant refrain of Levi-Strauss and his close disciples 
that all his Anglo-Saxon critics, the present author included, are 
crude empiricists. "Em~iricism" here seems to mean the doctrine 
that truth must be v1:nfial~le ~y r~fcrcnce to observable facts; it 

d osed to "rationalism which reaches to a deeper form of stan s opp ns of operations of the intellect. 
truth by mea 

S ote 7 above. 
12. ee n bole of the final chapter of D'Arcy Thor:ripson's On 
13. The W ·s highly relevant for an understandmg of Levi-

, Growth and For'f- 1 In the 19.g edition this is Chapter XVII "On 
Strauss' structura ismf • ations, or the comparison of related forms" 
the theory of trans orm 
(pp, 1026-1095). . of the incest argument is altogether too 

I 14. This represent:~o~rauss the import?nce of the distinction 
' "empiricist". Fo~ L VI· it marks the estabhshme~t of a social dich­
cxogamy /ince~t IS t1;a;.i1e keY myt_h_of Mytholo91ques 1, M.1, (C.C.: 
otomy order/d1so:~h of Myth?Ic_,s1ques IV, M.529/30, (H.N.: 2sf; 
43f) and the J<.eYanifestlY •about. mccst. _They are also both mani-
564) are bot~ J;d nesting, ,:11e bird nestmg element entails suspen­
fcstly •about 'd between this world and the other, regression to 
sion in a vo;vation from coo~ed food. Although most of the other 
infancy, deP~ite d_ifferent Levi-Strauss declares that the two myths 
detailS a~c; but inverse. Ill: M.1 a n_aked adolescent boy commits 

1 are idell~cll his mother, acquires clothing, an:d, after adventures, kills 
me,:;,· her, . I h" d . . . h" cit son of his c ot mg an commits mcest w1tl1 one of the 

I 

. _..,. WI . in M.529/30 the father of a richly clothed adult son 

s;ipS :a~Y wives. In the course of adventures_ the son is reborn in 
sori'S 

12I 

I 
I 
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. • destroyed by h01111 

an abnormal manner. The father 1s again tories can be 5 !50 
is only after extended anal~sis_ that the~e s because theY are 3(1:e 
to be concerned with the beginning_ of societ: inning of order~ur· 
concerned with the beginning of ume, the ~!t persiste!_nd~ ~rdet. 
b_eginning of culture. For Lcvi-S_trauss the m n order and fustrate 
rent "opposition" in mythology IS that bet\~c.e 1 forill· To 1 8. R,C. 
but it takes on endless permutations of empin~aues I (C.C 31 lip¢- r 
this point he places near the end of Mrth~!0~:~emakin8 to ~nfll!i-
312) a series of myths which move from ~- ess and frorn vJiich 
from eclipses to incest, from incest to unru m n;fonnati0~; 
ncss to the coloured plumage of birds". The ua edeStrian kJn '3the! 
I offer in the pages which follow are of a more ~icised Gre~J thCf 1 

15. In this and subsequent stories I use ~n a;g forJJl in wbi Jeadi!lS 
than a Latin) spelling of personal names in t e rY of the 
appear in the Index to Rose (1959). A 5umma 72..go. 
features of the Theban myth cycle is given at PP· 

. . le of ti 16• Compare also the following quotations· odcl capab jt 
a) "Th j ical m if 35 

e ~urpose of myth is to provide ~ og chievement ' 1 
overcoming a contradiction (an impossible a coJlle 
:a~pens_ the _c~mtradiction is real)" (S.A.: 229>: nshiPS is ?"e~ re· 
() 'The mab1hty to connect two kinds of rclauo rrad1cto crJ· b~ ralh~r replaced) by the assertion that the ~~~ self con 
dic~nsh~ps arc identical inasmuch as they are Jysii 
17 ~ry {n ~ similar way" (S.A.: 216). extended ?11t3,v: 

Inc~ . • F evi:S:rauss' own formula (p. 65). In mY. 1 father-1~· '/ ill 
Exoga~y r~~~•de-Patricide : : Murder of potent!~ . : SoCle~ ii 
Which the;e •. born from one' : 'born from tW~ • vhicb th_ 11 ji 
succession (O;~o succession (Odysseus) : Society 11? \nplicau0 •ell 
confirmed b 1 ipus~. That the Odyssey bas this static 1 ent ,.,,iutbe 
unsuccessruliy consideration of a post-Homeric suppleJJ11·ctin8 
variou attempts I by sp 1 

T s roles: to resolve the puzz c .,, 
elernachos b otP" 

Telega ' son of Od half· r \Ii 
kills O nos. son of O Ysseus and Penelope, bas a cident~ 
1:8 A dysseus and tn. d}'.sseus and Kirke Telegonos ac J{ir};C· d' 

• cross.cou • ames p 1 • arrieS ... j! or 'father's siste ~in is a cous· enc ope; Telemachos ,m t)ier'S "'. ; 
cousin of the t r; ,chnc1• as d~ ?f the type •~others bro_ wh0 !S .. 

19. In the 1:r7 . ~other's si::1n.ct f~om a paraJlel cou: ,5 cllll~ 
to mask the fact th::t Edition:r ~ c~1ld' or 'father's bro e~teJJlPt 1 
the resulting patchwore h_ad eve~ his book Lcvi-Strau~ a or ~Jl 
Sec Leach (196g). k 1n his t lll:ide this ethnographic er; cencY' / 

20. See notes above, aJs ext only leads to incon515 
Op. 27. 

122 
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(below), pp. 66-88 , . Bl~ 
'A reply to Bultmann in H. W.d n 

(Editor) KCO'{]lllU a11<l Myrh, I.on loon t1 
' I "PaSS Claude Levi-Strauss ou a 0/jsail· 

l'inccstc": Introduction au structur 

Paris 
Lan9ua9e and Silence. London 
On Growth and Form. Cambridge 

, ·que rari! e 
L'Etat actuel du probleme totem1 • (1/t 
Paul Valery: the Art of Poetr~ol, vii 

Collected Works of Paul Va/erY, d n 
edited J. Mathews) New York, LI:'" 0 1(P 

The New Science of Giambatt15ra 
[Anchor Books Edn. New York.] 

The Science -of Culture. New York ) 
Structuralism (Edited Jacques Ehrill~[!ll ~oS­
[Double issue of Yale French Studies~ bi 

36, 37, New Haven; also publish 
Anchor Books, New York, 1970] 



Further Reading 

The three most complete bibliographics of Levi-Strauss' own \\Titings 
and of associated ·commentaries arc: 

(1) PP, 357--J0 of Y. Simonis Claude Levi-Strauss ou la Passion de 
l'inceste (Aubier Montaigne: Paris, 1968) 

(2) pp. 326-339 of M. Marc-Lipiansky Le Structuralisme de Levi-Strauss 
(Payot: Paris, 1973) 

(3) pp. xv-xxiii of J. Pouillon and P. Mar:mda (Editors) Ecl1an8e.~ et 
Communications 2 Volumes (Mouton: TI1c Hague, 1 970) 

A substantial proportion of Levi-Strauss' writings arc available in 
English as well as in French and in some cases the publication of the 

'. English text came first. The differe_nce bet,~een t?c French and the 
1 English versions is often substantial. In lus native language Levi­

Strauss is fond of playing tricks with words and inserting complex 
ambiguities in the form of puns. These verbal _games greatly add 
to the reader's enjoyment and clearly const1t~tc_ :part of the 
..,. , 1 English translation most of these amb1gu1t1es disappear· 
message • n b • a s less F th • 
the text becomes more lucid ut it s Y • or ose who can 
read French easily l would always r_ecom~end the French version 

1 author's English vers10n exists. Of the main book 
even w 1en an I d I d' N b' s Vie Iami/iale et soda e es n i~ns am ikwara {1918) 
only _La boll untranslated. English version of Mythologiques I 
remams w Y d The Raw and the Cooked (1 970) and F 

d II }) appeare as 1 rom 
an ave ( 2)· the remaining vo umes will prcsumab] 
Ho?ey to Ashe: ~Jish version of Tristes Tropiques (1955) is c:. 
amve later. Th h Wane (i96i) but lacks four chapters of h 
titled World on t e t e 

original. d't' n of Les Structures elementaires de la par , 
The 1919 c 1 10 . ente was 

nslated into English. The Elementary Structures ol K' I. 
never ~a a translation of the substantially revised 196 7 v . ms lip 

69) 1s • 1 . 1 k . ersmn but 
(19 . 5 a special po em1ca attac against certain Bri·..; h . 

.. tain 'd I • • .. s social co,__. poJogists who are sa1 to 1ave m1smterpretcd the stru . 
anthr~ For the ordinary English or American reader th cturahst 

\ 
~;ice ~rdcr in which to tackle Levi-Strauss' writings w:~s~:e:; 
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key essays; two of these. ·~ .ctur; Ling, 
Anthropology' (19.15), Chap~cr 2, and The: _,tructu 
Myth' (1955), Chapter 1 r, have been mentioned severa 
course of this book; the novice reader should then 1' 
Totemism (1964) and The Savage Mind (1966). Both th 
quite short and arc closely related; they should be rea 
time. The Pelican paperback edition of the former we 
specially written long introduction by Roger Poole w 
attention. Addicts might then tum their attention to c 
length commentaries by French admirers. The two be 
those by Simonis and Marc-Lipiansky mentioned at th< 
this note. • 

There are now a number of English language structur 
which illustrate the variety of influence which Le 
exercised over his contemporaries. The following d, 
note: 

J. Ehr~ann (Editor) Structuralism (Double Issue of 
Studies Nos. 36, 37, New Haven, 1966· also issued by. 

- New York, 1970) • 

M. Lane (Editor) Structuralism: a Reader (Cape: Londc 
P. and_ E. ~- Maranda (Editors) Structural Analysis of ' 
0 (~n:crs,ty _or'Philadelphia Press; Philadelphia, 1971) 

•0 xf0 ey (Editor) Structuralism: an Introduction (Cl: 
ord, 1973) 

Critical essays 
of Levi-Straus , provoked by the publication of indiv 

s Work ar are those wh· h h e very numerous. Among the 
Supplement (~c . ave appeared in the pages of The 1 
that the origin!·11 iv. 196s: 2. ix. 1968; 7. iv. 1972). It 
Steiner, who is Y al nonyrnous author of all three ess 
( 6 ) . a c ose per I . . 19 7 • PP- '.267,9) 0 . sona fnend of Levi-Straus 
(Cape: London, 1 ; 70;tavio Paz Claude Levi-Strauss: Ar. 
has been commend d transfated from the Spanish ve: 
expr~ssed his ~PPro~al ~i Levi-Strauss himself. The ]; 
turalism: Levi-Straus . James A Boo p S b th s in a r • • n ·rom ym o 
1972). On e other hand J p· iterary tradition (Black,, 
1971), translated from th· •agct Struccu r 1 read because of its cm : i-rench Ver . ra ism (Rout e, 
fercnt from those of Le ':> :isis on f 5100 of 1968, d, 

Vt-Strauss. orms of structurali 
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