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LÉVI-STRAUSS, Claude 1908–

French social anthropologist
A central exponent of Structuralism, Claude Lévi-Strauss was born in Brussels. His secondary education was acquired in Paris at the Lycée Janson de Sailly. In 1931 he graduated in Law and in Philosophy. After two years as a philosophy teacher in small country towns he left France for Brazil, where he lectured at the University of São Paulo (1934–9). During his stay he became interested in social anthropology and started travelling in the Matto Grosso and the Amazon. He returned to France in 1939, but left again after the settling of arms in 1940, this time for the USA. In New York, Lévi-Strauss lectured at the New School for Social Research, then, with other exiled French intellectuals, founded the École Libre des Hautes Études de New York. After a brief return to Paris at the end of the war he became Cultural Counsellor at the French Embassy in Washington (1945–8). Back in Paris he was appointed Associate Curator of the Musée de l’Homme (1949), Director of Studies at the École Pratique des Hautes Études (1950–74), and, from 1959, Professor of Social Anthropology at the Collège de France. A member of the Académie Française since 1973, Professor Lévi-Strauss is the recipient of many awards, and a member of British, American, Dutch and Norwegian Academies.

Lévi-Strauss’s remarkable autobiographical travel account, Tristes Tropiques (1955, trans. as A World on the Wane, 1961, and as Tristes Tropiques, 1973), is littered with references to overcrowding and congestion of every sort. Time and again he exposes ‘those outbreaks of stupidity, hatred and credulousness which social groups secrete like pus when they begin to be short of space’. The cardinal virtues Lévi-Strauss appreciates are discretion and good manners. Only Buddhism is allowed to qualify as an acceptable moral and intellectual system, although Amerindian myths share his own concern for privacy: they regard the world as overcrowded as soon as a man has got a brother or a woman a sister. For ‘as the myths explain, a brother can be a hardship … his social function being usually limited to that of potential seducer of their sibling spouse.’ This establishes Lévi-Strauss’s claimed affinity with Rousseau, who wrote: ‘The ancient times of Barbarity were the Golden Age, not because men were united, but because they were separated.’

Although Lévi-Strauss does not propose a global system of interpretation of the world, there is a remarkable consistency in his approach to widely different domains of human culture. His epistemological framework can be briefly described. Recent interpretations of the fate of the human race hesitate between two explanatory schemes: either the human environment, natural and cultural, is shown as a near perfect clockwork wherein any part of the system is strictly constrained by the others and every event occurs necessarily; or constraints are shown to be few and human cultures have repeatedly to face choices between various alternatives. Sociobiology and the other varieties of cultural materialism belong to the first scheme, while Lévi-Strauss’s system belongs to the second. However to him the great diversity of human culture is not arbitrary; it exhibits combinations which result from the interplay of two types of constraints: the constraints which lie in the outer world and the constraints of the inner world, what Lévi-Strauss calls ‘l’esprit humain’, the human mind. The human mind is not a metaphysical entity, it is a material object: man’s nervous system. Cultures result from the interplay between the outer world and the possibilities of man’s nervous equipment. This is why Lévi-Strauss regards structural anthropology as a variety of psychology: anthropology is necessarily ‘cognitive’ anthropology.

Although Lévi-Strauss has sometimes claimed to be a *Marxist, his conception of history is essentially anti-historicist. To him there are no laws to history: history is a probabilistic process which he compares to roulette; favourable sets of throws will allow some cultures to engage in cumulative sequences, while unfavourable throws will mean for others stagnation or cultural regression. The presence of culturally variegated neighbours acts here as a stimulus towards added sophistication; isolation on the contrary, entails a risk of cultural regress. But as history is unpredictable it is therefore capital to keep a record of it, as accurately as circumstances allow. History provides the only experiments the anthropologist has at his disposal. This is one of the differences between the ‘Sciences de l’Homme’ and the other natural sciences. Another difference is that the natural sciences restrict their level of apprehension to that of explanation, while a Science of Man cannot do so without tackling also the level of understanding, otherwise it would be meaningless. But very seldom does the anthropologist know whether he is dealing with explanation or with understanding. Therefore the Sciences of Man cannot state propositions which are falsifiable like propositions in physics. Lévi-Strauss distinguishes however the Sciences of Man from the social sciences (law, economics, political science, social psychology, etc.), which are ‘in cahoots’ with their object.

A hypothesis which pervades most of Lévi-Strauss’s work is that of exchange, or rather of gift and counter-gift as it was defined by Marcel *Mauss. Mankind is constituted of a collection of groups socially defined in kinship on the basis of natural reproduction. To a large extent the social tissue results from these groups refraining from using for their own sake their own women, their own words and their own commodities.

The Elementary Structures of Kinship (‘Les Structures élémentaires de la parenté, 1949, trans. 1969) rests on ‘the structuralist hypothesis … that in every society, even where marriage seems to result only from individual decisions dictated by economic or emotional considerations foreign to kinship, definite types of cycles tend to get constituted’ (D. Sperber, Le Structuralisme en anthropologie, 1973). Elementary structures appear in societies where men refrain from marrying their own women (incest prohibition) for the benefit of other men who belong to other groups but are nevertheless traceable kinsmen of a particular kind, e.g. the bridal pair is of cross-cousins, children of siblings of different gender. Lévi-Strauss introduced as a conceptual tool the opposition between ‘restricted’ and ‘generalized exchange’. In restricted exchange, two exogamous groups exchange women; the men of A marry women of B, while men of B marry women of A. In generalized exchange, men of A marry women of B, while men of B marry women of C, etc. Another contribution of The Elementary Structures and later texts is the emphasis on the atom of kinship. Kinship can only be analysed if the unit considered is not the nuclear family (parents and children) but an atom where the wife-giving group is taken into account. The representatives of the wife-giving group might be one mother’s brother, but also any other suitable representatives (e.g. the mother’s mother’s brother in a society where men marry their mother’s mother’s brother’s daughter’s daughter).

The Elementary Structures is a vast survey of the societies where prescriptive marriage with definite kin is in force. Many critics have discovered inaccuracies in the ethnography whereon Lévi-Strauss’s argument rests; others have insisted that formalization in such matters leads to a neglect of essential sociological features of the marriage systems described, for instance, alternative choices or infringements on the rules. Whatever the case, Les Structures élémentaires became a reference book of Anglo-Saxon anthropology long before it was translated into English, a rare achievement.

The exchange scheme is visible in other spheres of social life: some gift-cultures of the Pacific have established a kind of exogamous economy: I give all I have produced and I only consume what I have been given. In many ways verbal taboo is also giving my ‘words’ for others to use. Lévi-Strauss shows the exchange scheme as having a high operational value, castes appear for instance as reversed totemic groups: castes keep their women for themselves but exchange goods and services, while totemic groups exchange women but consume their own products (La Pensée sauvage, 1962; trans. as The Savage Mind, 1966).

Lévi-Strauss’s near fascination for the formal properties of his object of enquiry has often upset his critics. Indeed once he has established the possible combinations, the ‘group of transformations’, of a particular social phenomenon, not only is he not much concerned in determining why this possibility has been chosen preferably to others (this is related to his probabilistic view of history), but he is not prepared to privilege empirical actuality over mere logical possibility. His reply to critics in a slightly different context on this latter point is disarming: ‘what does this matter? For if the final aim of anthropology is to contribute to a better knowledge of objectified thought and its mechanisms, it is in the last resort immaterial whether in this book the thought processes of the South American Indians take shape through the medium of my thought, or whether mine take place through the medium of theirs’ (Le Cru et le cuit, 1964; trans. as The Raw and the Cooked, 1969). 
If in his enquiry of kinship Lévi-Strauss was preceded by anthropologists like L. H. *Morgan or W. H. R. *Rivers, this is not the case for mythology; only the Russian formalist Vladimir Propp can be regarded as a forerunner of the French anthropologist’s approach. The four volumes of Mythologiques (1964–72; Introduction to a Science of Mythology, 1969–79) constitute the illustrative programme, on Amerindian myths, of Lévi-Strauss’s method of analysis. Myths are not to be deciphered, there is no latent message lurking behind their manifest meaning. Rather, the meaning of a myth resides in the fact that there are other myths. The myths of a particular culture constitute a mythological system and it is possible to discover the rules that account for the transformation of one myth into another. Similarly there are rules which account for the differences between two versions of the same myth in different cultures. The existence of such rules explains why for Lévi-Strauss there is no authentic version of a myth: the set of all possible versions constitute a group of transformations. Any version is as good as any other as long as it is felt by the native listener that ‘it tells properly the same story’: ‘Therefore, not only Sophocles, but *Freud himself, should be included among the recorded versions of the Oedipus myth on a par with earlier or seemingly more "authentic" versions’ (Anthropologie structurale, 1958; Structural Anthropology, 1963). The function of a myth is neither to be a charter – Lévi-Strauss regards this idea as a platitude – nor to explain the origin of things. It is true that myths often mention when such and such an animal or plant appeared for the first time, but this is not the function of the myth. Plants and animals are actors in myths, not the things to be explained. The function of myths – if there is any such thing – is to account for categories. The world seems to be torn apart by the contradiction between irreducible opposites like near and remote, right and left, up and down, nature and culture, etc. Myths are a reflection on the conceptual puzzles and attempts at mediation. Mediation might succeed, for instance by showing that it is possible to bridge the opposition by ‘stuffing’ the conceptual gap with intermediaries, or it might fail, ‘either that the mediator joins one of the two poles and gets completely disjointed from the other (and then not always from the same one), or that it gets disjointed from both’. Although Lévi-Strauss’s venture in Mythologiques is undoubtedly impressive critics have been very embarrassed at appraising it. His reading is obviously consistent, but as his own method entails, it is but one among many. Moreover, the limitations of the method show conspicuously when it is used by anthropologists less gifted than Lévi-Strauss himself.

It is tempting to locate Lévi-Strauss in a straight line of descent from *Durkheim via Mauss, but as he himself repeatedly stressed, he owes much more to Anglo-Saxon social anthropology than he does to the French school of sociology. In particular, Durkheim’s ‘attempt to use sociology for metaphysical purposes’ is not congenial to him. Time and again Lévi-Strauss praised Rivers’s, *Radcliffe-Brown’s or Robert Lowie’s contributions to anthropology. But most of all he has underlined his personal debt towards *Boas. This particular assertion of filiation does not seem to have been taken seriously by most reviewers, probably because of the discrepancy between Lévi-Strauss’s theoretical achievements and Boas’s conspicuous unpretentiousness in theoretical matters. But as Lévi-Strauss noted, it is Boas’s excessive demands towards theory which prevented him from contributing decisively to it. The development of anthropology during the fifty years which separate Boas’s and Lévi-Strauss’s works might explain their different attitudes to theory.

But Lévi-Strauss’s most decisive contributions seem to have resulted from outer influences, especially those of structural phonology (*Jakobson) and cybernetics (*Wiener) with which he became familiar through personal contact during his New York days. Later writings reveal his constant concern of keeping in touch with the latest developments in the natural sciences, particularly with neurophysiology.

Lévi-Strauss’s influence on recent anthropology is so considerable that it is difficult to evaluate it properly. Among the anthropologists who have best understood Lévi-Strauss’s lesson and have applied it to other objects in their own way are in Britain Edmund *Leach and Rodney *Needham, in France Pierre *Bourdieu and Dan Sperber, and in the United States Marshall Sahlins.

In the early 1960s in France, Lévi-Strauss’s works became very fashionable. The Savage Mind in particular was read by a large public of laymen. A trend called Structuralism flourished then before it receded dramatically after the May 1968 ‘events’ which resulted in a renewed interest in Marxist studies. Not all the stars of Structuralism were noticeably influenced by Lévi-Strauss. Jacques *Lacan, the psychoanalyst, borrowed the concept of ‘symbolic function’, and constituted his own topology of ‘The Real’, ‘The Imaginary’ and ‘The Symbolic’. Roland *Barthes found some inspiration in Lévi-Strauss’s approach to myth, especially visible in his Système de la mode (1967) and S/Z (1970). *Foucault’s ‘épistème’, the spirit of the time in natural and human sciences, functions much like a Lévi-Straussian ‘group of transformations’. Jacques *Derrida discovered in Lévi-Strauss’s reading of Rousseau matter for his reflection on the role of writing in the constitution of modern metaphysics (De la Grammatologie, 1967).

Achieving to bridge Snow’s ‘two cultures’ Lévi-Strauss has managed to combine the talent of an acclaimed writer with the skills of a properly scientific mind, mesmerized by the human endeavour’s infinitely kaleidoscopic nature. Often impatient with mathematical formalization, which he regards as de-humanizing and simplistic, he has shown time and again his own aptitude at grasping underlying structures in a quasi-algebraic fashion. Lévi-Strauss’ students were struck by the contrast existing between the severe style of his lecturing, self-absorbed and rarely if ever turning towards the audience, and the captivating manner of his chairing of the seminar he led at the Collège de France. Interrupting respectfully the invited speaker he would often bring order to the chaos of his guest’s original account with his own definitive and glowing abstract.   
Lévi-Strauss’s original work is often seen as the disincarnated report of a coroner. But such interpretations miss altogether what is probably one of the distinctive qualities of his work: the very ethical premises whereon his whole approach rests. His sympathy for Buddhism is everywhere endemic, and his use of the conceptual opposition of nature and culture can only be understood in the light of his play ‘L’Apothéose d’Auguste’ (chapter 37 of Tristes Tropiques). The true meaning of his work appears clearly in his reply to the question, what should be deposited in a coffer for the benefit of archaeologists in the year 3000?: ‘I will put in your time-vault documents relative to the last "primitive" societies, on the verge of disappearance; specimens of vegetable and animal species soon to be destroyed by man; samples of air and water not yet polluted by industrial wastes; notices and illustrations of sites soon to be ravaged by civil or military installations’ (Anthropologie structurale 2, 1973; trans. as Structural Anthropology 2, 1976).
Other works by Lévi-Strauss include: Race et histoire (1952); Le Totémisme aujourd’hui (1962; Totemism, 1969); Du Miel aux cendres (1966; From Honey to Ashes, 1973); L’Origine des manières de table (1968; The Origin of Table Manners, 1978); L’Homme nu (1971; The Naked Man, 1980); La Voie des masques (1975); Le Regard éloignéI (1983, trans The View from Afar, 1985); La Potière jalouse (1985, trans The Jealous Potter, 1988); Regardez, écouter, lire ‘Look, Listen, Read!’, 1993); Saudades Do Brasil. A Photographic Memoir (1994; 1995).  See also: Edmund Leach, Lévi-Strauss (1970); Catherine Clément, Lévi-Strauss (1970); E. Nelson Hayes and Tanya Hayes, Claude Lévi-Strauss: The Anthropologist as Hero (1970); Raymond Bellour and Catherine Clément, Claude Lévi-Strauss (1979); R.A. Champagne, Claude Lévi-Strauss (1987).
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