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        . . . and there is pansies, that’s for thoughts

        SHAKESPEARE, Hamlet, Act 4, Scene 5

        Il n’y a rien au monde que les Sauvages, les paysans et les gens de province pour étudier à fond leurs affaires dans tous les sens; aussi, quand ils arrivent de la Pensée au Fait, trouvez-vous les choses complètes.

        There is nothing in the world like Savages, peasants, and provincials for studying out their affairs to the bottom and in all their bearings; thus, when they move from the Thought to the Deed, you find things complete.

        BALZAC, Le Cabinet des antiques, 1836
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        TRANSLATORS’ INTRODUCTION

      
      John Leavitt

      
        TWO BOOKS IN ONE YEAR

        In 1962, the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss published two books, both growing out of his lectures at the Collège de France in 1960–61. The first to appear, laid out in the first six lectures, was Le Totémisme aujourd’hui, literally “Totemism Today,” the forty-second volume in the “Mythes et religions” series published by the Presses Universitaires de France. It was a small book—it had to be, since the series was made up of introductory volumes with strict limits as to length. It had been requested by the series editor, Georges Dumézil, as a companion to such texts as Jean-Pierre Vernant’s Origines de la pensée grecque, Jean Bottéro’s La Religion babylonienne, or Dumézil’s own Les Dieux des Indo-Européens, as well as volumes on the major contemporary world religions.

        Le Totémisme aujourd’hui, which appeared in March, makes a compelling case that what earlier generations of anthropologists and historians of religion had labeled “totemism”—that is, the identification of human groups with natural beings, especially animals—and had often treated as a stage in the development of human religions and social organization was an illusion created by selecting certain forms from what was in fact a pan-human tendency to classify the differences that characterize one domain in terms of those that appear clearly in another. This is not a kind of primitive identification with animals; it is, rather, an expression of the way the human mind logically works, in this case classifying human groups by means of clear distinctions found in nonhuman realms.

        Totemism, the lining-up of social categories in terms of natural categories, did not reveal a primitive inability to distinguish, for instance, people from animals; on the contrary, it showed that people all over the world were perfectly capable of using human intellectual powers to delineate and organize their lived worlds, social and natural.

        The book is clear and didactic. In 1963 there appeared an English translation (entitled Totemism) by the British anthropologist Rodney Needham, a translation that has generally been accepted as an excellent rendition of the original.

        The story is not nearly so straightforward with the second book of 1962, La Pensée sauvage. In the last five of his Collège de France lectures, Lévi-Strauss had opened up much wider philosophical and ethnological problems than could be encompassed in the book as he and Dumézil had imagined it. Through an intense correspondence, it was decided that Le Totémisme aujourd’hui would be primarily historical and comparative, with a clear enunciation of Lévi-Strauss’s own position. This would fit into the 130-odd pages to which the volumes in the series were restricted. Lévi-Strauss would then be free to develop the wider implications of his critique for human thinking and classification systems in a longer work—initially called “Beyond Totemism”—which is what became La Pensée sauvage, published in May 1962 by his usual publisher, Plon, which had already brought out his autobiographical essay Tristes Tropiques and his pathbreaking collection Anthropologie structurale. (Readers may find it useful to refer to the summary of the year’s lectures in Claude Lévi-Strauss, Anthropology and Myth: Lectures, 1951–1982, translated by Roy Willis [Oxford: Blackwell, 1987], 25–36.)

        While Le Totémisme aujourd’hui was read and appreciated by both scholars and students, it was La Pensée sauvage that had a real impact on French, and soon on international, intellectual life. A book that ranges over philosophies, historical periods, and human societies, directly engaging the major philosophical options of its time and place, it challenged the prevailing existentialisms and individualisms and all notions of a general superiority of modern Western cultures over others. All human beings, throughout the world and through history, are intellectual creatures, it argues, naturally given to classifying and organizing the data to which they have access. The specificity of modern scientific thought is to deal directly with abstractions, while mythic thought, thinking “in the wild” (sauvage), manipulates abstractions through arrangements and rearrangements of perceptible qualities, a play of emblems. But both use the same kinds of processes, and in fact la pensée sauvage typifies modern urbanized Western people when they are not being actively scientific—which is to say, most of the time—as much as it does dwellers in an African forest or on a Pacific island.

        Aimed at philosophers at least as much as the general reader, alternating between striking sudden aphorisms and long passages of intense analysis, the style of La Pensée sauvage is as different as it can be from that of Le Totémisme aujourd’hui. It is a demanding book to read, and a nightmare to translate.

      
      
        TRANSLATING THE UNTRANSLATABLE

        Particularly fraught was the process of translating the book into English. Here I can only give the barest outline of several years of heroic and frustrating work by a number of eminent scholars (for details on the genesis and translation of the book, see Frédéric Keck’s “Notice” on Le Totémisme aujourd’hui and La Pensée sauvage in the Pléiade edition of Lévi-Strauss’s Oeuvres, edited by Vincent Debaene, Frédéric Keck, Marie Mauzé, and Martin Rueff [Paris: Gallimard, 2008], pp. 1774–1810; the volume will be cited as Lévi-Strauss 2008). Needham, fresh from his successful translation of Totemism, apparently did not feel he had the philosophical expertise for La Pensée sauvage and proposed it to Sybil Wolfram, an anthropologically trained philosopher at Oxford, Needham’s own university.

        Wolfram’s great strength, her deep knowledge of philosophy, also, in hindsight, looks like the source of conflict. Wolfram was an exponent of the British tradition of analytic and ordinary-language philosophy. She had studied with P. F. Strawson (also at Oxford), one of the great exemplars of these schools. The problem was that through most of the twentieth century, British philosophy of this kind was as far as one could imagine—in its assumptions, its style, and its vocabulary—from the phenomenological tradition dominating philosophy on the Continent. And while Lévi-Strauss was highly critical of phenomenology and its offshoot existentialism, they were, to him, as mother’s milk. His early training along with, as he reminds us, the philosophers Beauvoir and Merleau-Ponty meant that he understood viscerally the presuppositions and the ways of using language of these movements. Particularly in La Pensée sauvage, he is writing for an audience equally attuned to them. He also shared continental philosophy’s concern with the history of philosophy, which it understood as a continuing dialogue across the ages.

        Again, it is hard to imagine a universe of discourse more alien to the analytical philosophy then dominant in the British Isles. As Keck puts it, the debate over the English translation “constitutes an ethnologically interesting case of misunderstanding between cultural traditions” (Lévi-Strauss 2008, p. 1799). In a series of letters, Wolfram and Lévi-Strauss disagreed about the translation, the translator sometimes accusing the author of obscurity and a loose use of words—exactly the critiques British philosophers regularly leveled at their predecessors and their contemporary continental counterparts. Given the conflict, the English anthropologist Julian Pitt-Rivers, who taught in France and knew Lévi-Strauss, proposed that the anthropologist-philosopher Ernest Gellner revise the translation. Gellner, for his part, noted the difficulties in translating not only from one language to another but from one intellectual tradition to another (Lévi-Strauss 2008, p. 1800). The final version was published, without any translator being named, by Weidenfeld & Nicolson in the United Kingdom and the University of Chicago Press in the United States in 1966.

        This volume immediately raised controversy. In letters published in the British journal Man in 1967 and 1968, Wolfram disavowed it, and both she and Needham criticized it for obscurity. When some correspondents pointed out apparently meaningless sentences in the English, Needham responded that these were direct translations from Lévi-Strauss’s French and must be interpreted as such. In a remarkable response, the American anthropologist Frank H. Stewart—the only North American to participate in the exchange—defended Lévi-Strauss by choosing some of the most “obscure” passages and retranslating them in ways that made perfect sense.

        It may be symptomatic that it was an American who came to the defense of Lévi-Strauss’s style. Unlike British social anthropology, North American anthropology in the 1960s was returning to an earlier (Boasian) focus on cultural diversity and systems of symbols, and turning for models to continental philosophy, particularly to phenomenology and hermeneutics. The general North American critique of Lévi-Strauss was not that he was too obscure, but that he was too much of a rationalist, giving too much credit to the intellect as opposed to the emotions and to the overall “style” of a given culture. This was put clearly in “The Cerebral Savage,” a 1967 review of The Savage Mind by Clifford Geertz—in which, in a footnote, he calls the unattributed translation “execrable.”

        On the whole history, Wolfram would later comment: “It was ironic that not only did ‘too many cooks spoil the broth’ but they were able to transform the cooked to the raw” (M. Estelle Smith, “Obituary: Sybil Wolfram,” Anthropology Today 9, no. 6 [1993]: 22).

        Whatever its shortcomings may be, for more than half a century the 1966 translation has sparked a fascination with Lévi-Strauss’s work, and with cultural and social diversity, among readers of English around the world. I only hope that the new translation can keep that spark burning. In many cases, of course, the 1966 translation offers what we (the current translators) felt was the best possible formulation, and we have not hesitated to draw on it for inspiration and clarification, as we have on translations into German, Italian, Portuguese, and Spanish.

      
      
        TRAVAILS OF A TITLE

        The 1966 British edition gave the book the title The Savage Mind (La pensée sauvage), keeping the French title as a sort of ghost. The ghost was dispensed with in the University of Chicago Press version, which simply gives The Savage Mind, the title by which the book has been known by generations of bothered, bewildered, and bewitched English-speaking students of anthropology.

        The English title recalls precisely the people whom Lévi-Strauss is criticizing: the evolutionists of the late nineteenth century, particularly Spencer, Tylor, and Frazer. In this sense, it can be taken as ironic.

        The French title certainly contains echoes of these authors, as well as of Lévy-Bruhl (La Mentalité primitive), so that the translation The Savage Mind is not inaccurate. In fact, it was proposed as an option by Lévi-Strauss himself (Lévi-Strauss 2008, p. 1800n2). But the French has a lot more going on. First of all, pensée is not usually translated into English as “mind,” but rather as “thought,” and this distinction has been respected, as far as I can tell, in all translations other than the English one (Italian pensiero, German Denken, and so on). And while sauvage in French can be translated as “savage” in English, in the sense of “uncivilized” and the related sense of extremely angry and expressive about it, the more usual translation would be “wild” or “untamed”: etymologically, it comes from Latin silvaticus, “of the forest.” It is the usual term for animal and plant species that have not been domesticated. So the most evident meaning for pensée sauvage is something like “undomesticated thought”; the German translation of the book is titled Wilde Denken. Lévi-Strauss’s own first suggestion for the English title was Mind in the Wild. This is why the new translation is called Wild Thought: the whole point is that what the modern West has labeled primitive and savage is in fact nothing but ordinary human thinking when allowed to follow its natural bent, what Lévi-Strauss calls the science of the concrete.

        But there is another twist to the title, a crucial one, that cannot be translated directly into English but must be explained. The French word pensée has a second sense: it is the name of a flower, the Viola tricolor—the flower is called a “thought,” and in the language of flowers it means that someone is thinking of you. In English it is called the pansy, a borrowing from the French, first attested in English in the fifteenth century. So this book could just as well have been called The Wild Pansy. Human thinking, for Lévi-Strauss, all human thinking, is as natural a product as is a flower. Scientific thinking is comparable to a domesticated flower; our own everyday thinking, like the sustained rigorous classifying, comparing, and experimenting that led to the Neolithic Revolution and the thinking behind classification systems all over the world, is comparable to a wildflower. In the last edition of the book, that which appeared in the Pléiade volume containing some of his major works, Lévi-Strauss added (in English) a quote from Hamlet, when mad Ophelia is going through the meanings of different flowers: “And there is pansies, that’s for thoughts.”

        Lévi-Strauss hit the reader with this identification, making it inescapable, by putting an 1827 copperplate of a wild pansy on the cover of the book—something that has been maintained in the French editions but was dropped in every translation into another language. We have restored it here as a frontispiece.

      
      
        THIS TRANSLATION

        The text translated here is that given in the Pléiade edition of Lévi-Strauss’s Oeuvres (Lévi-Strauss 2008), in which La Pensée sauvage is graced with a detailed introduction and notes by Frédéric Keck. Where there are changes from earlier editions, these have been noted. For a helpful exegesis of the book, unfortunately not yet translated into English, see Frédéric Keck, Lévi-Strauss et la pensée sauvage (Paris: PUF, 2004; cited here as Keck 2004). Jeffrey Mehlman carried out the initial translation of the entire text, which I then went over.

        The footnotes and bibliography in this book are those of Lévi-Strauss. Notes that he added in 2005–6 and included in the Pléiade edition are identified as such. The endnotes are my own. I have not hesitated to draw on the extraordinarily rich set of annotations provided by Keck for the Pléiade edition, particularly for their citations from earlier drafts of the book. But it will be evident that the notes here are directed toward English-speaking readers for whom some French names and practices may seem mysterious and exotic.

        I am also responsible for all unattributed translations.

        Two more points need to be noted. First, since this book was published in 1962, we felt that the translation should read like a book from 1962, not a book from 2021. We have therefore not tried to fix the sexist (“man” for the human race and “he” for unspecified gender) and sometimes ethnocentric (“primitive”) language, which were standard for the time. For the same reason, we have not updated names of countries, places, and peoples, even in cases where these are sometimes considered pejorative (“Eskimo”). There is an exception to this policy in cases where more than one written form of a name was used in the 1960s; here we use the one that is now standard (e.g., “Navajo” rather than “Navaho”).

        Second, in many instances the text gives data with either no reference or a single reference to a large book. In these cases, and where possible, I have taken the liberty of adding what appear to have been the relevant sources and/or page numbers. It is hoped that this will help the reader who so wishes to verify and contextualize Lévi-Strauss’s arguments.

        The translators take joint responsibility for any errors and infelicities in the text; those in the endnotes are my fault alone. For suggestions for the notes and help with some difficult passages, I am grateful to Nicole Belmont and to my colleagues Robert Crépeau and Luke Fleming. Both translators thank David Brent for launching the project at the University of Chicago Press and Priya Nelson and Dylan Montanari for their constant kind attention in seeing it through.

      
    
  
    
      
        PROSPECTUS FOR LA PENSÉE SAUVAGE, 1962

      
      Translator’s note: This is a printed one-page summary of the book meant to be inserted into copies of the first edition. In French it is called a prière d’insérer. It was reproduced for the Pléiade edition.

      “Wild thought” and not “the thought of wild men.” For this book departs from traditional ethnology in taking as its theme a universal aspect of the human mind: thought in its wild state, flourishing in every human mind—contemporary or ancient, near or far—insofar as it has not been cultivated and domesticated to increase its yield.

      Certainly, one can seek examples of wild thought among societies without writing and without machines; even here, this thought singularly resembles that which we find at work around ourselves, in poetry and art or, again, in the diverse forms of popular lore, whether archaic or recent.

      In wild thought, there is nothing disorderly or confused. Starting from an observation of the world that bears witness to an often stupefying sense of detail and precision, it analyzes, differentiates, classes, combines, and opposes . . . In this book, consequently, myths, rituals, beliefs, and other cultural facts appear as “wild” beings comparable, beyond language, to all those that nature (from which we cannot separate the human mind) also gives birth to in innumerable animal, plant, and mineral forms. It should not surprise us, then, that over millennia of cohabitation, wild thought should have found in these forms the material and inspiration for a logic whose laws are limited to transposing the properties of the real, and that for this very reason permitted men to grasp it.

    
  
    
      
        PREFACE

      
      This book is complete in itself, but the problems it discusses are closely related to those I examined more hastily in a recent work titled Le Totémisme aujourd’hui (1962; English translation, as Totemism, 1964). While the reader is not required to refer to that book, he should be aware that there is a link between the two works: the first forms a kind of historical and critical introduction to the second. I have consequently not deemed it necessary to go over notions, definitions, and facts that have already been dealt with sufficiently.

      In approaching the present work, the reader should nonetheless know what is expected of him: that he acknowledge the negative conclusion we had reached on the subject of totemism; for after having explained why I believe that the ethnologists of old allowed themselves to be deceived by an illusion, I would now like to explore the inverse of totemism.

      That the name of Maurice Merleau-Ponty figures on the first page of a book whose last pages are reserved for the discussion of a work by Sartre should lead no one to infer that I wished to oppose the two. Those who have been acquainted with both Merleau-Ponty and myself in recent years are familiar with some of the reasons this book, which loosely develops certain themes of my teaching at the Collège de France, should be dedicated to him as a matter of course. It would have been so in any event, had he lived, as the continuation of a dialogue that goes back to 1930, when, in the company of Simone de Beauvoir, we first met during a teaching apprenticeship just prior to taking the aggregation exams. And since death was to deprive us of him brutally, may this book at least remain dedicated to his memory as a sign of fidelity, gratitude, and affection.

      If it has seemed indispensable to me to express my disagreement with Sartre concerning points bearing on the philosophical foundations of anthropology, I have opted to do so only after several readings of a work to which my auditors at the École des Hautes Études and I devoted numerous sessions in the year 1960–61. Beyond our inevitable divergences, I hope that Sartre recognizes above all, in a debate that was the fruit of so much care, that as far as all of us are concerned it constitutes an indirect act of homage, admiration, and respect.

      My heartfelt thanks to my colleague Jacques Bertin, of the faculty of the École Pratique des Hautes Études, who agreed to have several of the diagrams rendered in his laboratory; to I. Chiva and J. Pouillon, whose course notes served to remind me of a number of improvisations that faded from memory early on; to Edna H. Lemay, who prepared the typescript; to Nicole Belmont, who assisted me in assembling documentation and in preparing the bibliography and the index; and to my wife, who helped me to reread the text and to correct the galley proofs.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter One

        THE SCIENCE OF THE CONCRETE

      
      For a long time1 it has been the fashion2 to cite languages that lack terms for expressing concepts such as “tree” or “animal,” even though they have all the words needed for a detailed inventory of species and varieties. But in invoking these cases in support of an alleged inaptitude of “primitives” for abstract thought, other examples, showing that wealth in abstract words is not the privilege of civilized languages alone, have been left out. Thus it is that Chinook, a language of the Northwest of North America, uses abstract words to designate many properties or qualities of beings and things: “this method,” says Boas, “is applied to a greater extent than in any other language I know.” The proposition “The bad man killed the poor child” is rendered in Chinook by “The man’s badness killed the child’s poverty”; and to say that a woman was using a basket that was too small: “She put the potentilla-roots into the smallness of a clam basket” (Boas 2, 657–58).1f

      Moreover, in every language discourse and syntax furnish indispensable resources for filling in gaps in the vocabulary. And the tendentious nature of the argument referred to in the last paragraph becomes quite evident when we note that the inverse situation—that is, one in which very general terms win out over specific references—has also been used to argue for the intellectual poverty of savages:

      
        Among plants and animals, he [the Indian] designates by name only those which are useful or harmful, all others are included under the classification of bird, weed, etc. (Krause, 104)

      

      Similarly, a more recent observer seems to believe that the native names and conceives things solely according to his needs:

      
        I well remember the hilarity of Marquesian friends . . . over the (to them) fatuous interest of the botanist of our expedition in 1921, who was collecting nameless (“useless”) “weeds” and asking their names. (Handy and Pukui, 119n21)

      

      Nevertheless, Handy compares such indifference to that which, in our civilization, a specialist displays for phenomena not immediately pertaining to his field. And when his native collaborator emphasizes that in Hawai‘i “every botanical, zoological or inorganic form that is known to have been named (and personalized) was a thing used,” she takes care to add “in one way or another,” and specifies that if “an infinite variety of living things in forest and sea, of meteorological or marine phenomena, were unnamed,” the reason was that they were judged to be of no “use or interest,” terms that are not equivalent, since one is located on the practical plane and the other on the theoretical plane.3 What follows in the text confirms this, reinforcing the second aspect at the expense of the first. “Living was experience fraught with exact and definite significance” (Handy and Pukui, 126–27).

      In truth, the division of concepts varies with each language, and as the author of the Encyclopédie article on names (nom) noted so well in the eighteenth century, the use of more or less abstract terms is a function not of intellectual capacities, but of the unequally marked and detailed interests of each particular society within the national society: “Go up to the Observatory; there every star is no longer simply a star, it is star β of Capricorn, it is star γ of Centaurus, it is star δ of the Great Bear, etc.; go into a riding ring, each horse has its proper name—Sleek, Sprite, Fiery, etc.” Moreover, even if the remark about so-called primitive languages noted at the beginning of this chapter should be taken literally, one could not conclude that this indicates a lack of general ideas: the words “oak,” “beech,” “birch,” etc., are no less abstract than the word “tree,” and given two languages of which one possesses only the more abstract term, while the other lacks it but has several dozens or hundreds of words for species and varieties, it would be the latter and not the former that, from this point of view, would be the richer in concepts.

      As in the case of professional languages, the proliferation of concepts corresponds to a more sustained attention to the properties of the real and greater alertness to the distinctions that may be introduced among these properties. This appetite for objective knowledge forms one of the most neglected aspects of the thought of those whom we call “primitive.” Although it is only rarely directed toward realities on the same level as those focused on by modern science, it involves comparable intellectual processes and methods of observation. In both cases, the universe is at least as much an object of thought as a means of satisfying needs.

      Every civilization tends to overestimate the objective orientation of its own thought—which means that such an orientation is never absent.4 When we make the error of believing primitive man to be governed exclusively by his organic or economic needs, we fail to notice that he levels the same reproach at us and that, from his perspective, his own desire for knowledge appears better balanced than ours:

      
        These native Hawaiians’ utilization of their available natural assets was well-nigh complete—infinitely more so than that of the present commercial era which ruthlessly exploits the few things that are financially profitable for the time being, neglecting and often obliterating the rest. (Handy and Pukui, pt. 8, p. 62)

      

      To be sure, cash-crop agriculture is not to be confused with the knowledge of the botanist. But in ignoring the latter and considering only the former, the old Hawaiian aristocrat is doing no more than repeating, from the point of view of an indigenous culture, while inverting to its own advantage, an error symmetrical to that committed by Malinowski when he claimed that an interest in totemic plants and animals was inspired in primitives solely by the rumbling of their stomachs.5

      

      * * *

      A remark of Tessmann’s concerning the Fang of Gabon, noting (192)6 the “accuracy with which they identify the slightest differences between species of the same genus,” is echoed, for Oceania, by the two authors just cited:

      
        The acute faculties of this native folk noted with exactitude the generic characteristics of all species of terrestrial and marine life, and the subtlest variations of natural phenomena such as winds, light and color, ruffling of water and variation in surf, and the currents of water and air. (Handy and Pukui, 119)

      

      Among the Hanunóo of the Philippines, a practice as simple as chewing betel presupposes knowledge of four varieties of areca nut and eight substitutes for them, of five varieties of betel and five substitute products (Conklin 3):

      
        Almost all Hanunóo activities require an intimate familiarity with local plants and a precise knowledge of plant classification. Contrary to the assumption that subsistence level groups never use but a small segment of the local flora, ninety-three per cent of the total number of native plant types are recognized by the Hanunóo as culturally significant. (Conklin 1, 249)

      

      This is no less true as far as fauna are concerned:

      
        The Hanunóo classify all forms of the local avifauna into 75 categories . . . [They] distinguish about a dozen kinds of snakes . . . 60-odd types of fish . . . more than a dozen . . . types of fresh and salt water crustaceans . . . a similar number of . . . types of arachnids and myriapods . . . The thousands of insect forms present are grouped by the Hanunóo into 108 named categories, including 13 for ants and termites . . . Salt water mollusks . . . of more than 60 classes are recognized by the Hanunóo, while terrestrial and fresh water types number more than 25 . . . Four distinct types of bloodsucking leeches are distinguished. (Conklin 1, 67–70)

      

      Altogether 461 animal types are recorded.

      Concerning a population of pygmies in the Philippines, a biologist writes as follows:

      
        Another characteristic of Negrito life, a characteristic which strikingly demarcates them from the surrounding Christian lowlanders, is their inexhaustible knowledge of the plant and animal kingdoms. This lore includes not only a specific recognition of a phenomenal number of plants, birds, animals, and insects, but also includes a knowledge of the habits and behaviour of each . . .

        The Negrito is an intrinsic part of his environment, and what is still more important, continually studies his surroundings. Many times I have seen a Negrito, who, when not being certain of the identification of a particular plant, will taste the fruit, smell the leaves, break and examine the stem, comment upon its habitat, and only after all of this, pronounce whether he did or did not know the plant.

      

      After showing that the natives are also interested in plants that are of no direct use to them, because of their significant links with the animal and insect world, the same author continues:

      
        The acute observation of the pygmies and their awareness of the interrelationships between the plant and animal life . . . is strikingly pointed out by their discussions of the living habits of bats. The tididin lives on the dry leaves of palms, the dikidik on the underside of the leaves of the wild banana, the litlit in bamboo clumps, the kolumboy in holes in trees, the konanaba in dark thickets, and so forth.

        In this manner, the Pinatubo Negritos can distinguish the habits of more than fifteen species of bats. Of course, the classification of bats, as well as of insects, birds, animals, fish and plants, is determined primarily by their actual physical differences and/or similarities.

        Most Negrito men can with ease enumerate the specific or descriptive names of at least four hundred and fifty plants, seventy-five birds, most of the snakes, fish, insects, and animals, and of even twenty species of ants2f. . . and the botanical knowledge of the mananâmbal, the medicine plants constantly in their practice, is truly astounding. (R. B. Fox, 187–88)

      

      Of a so-called backward population7 on the Ryukyu Islands, we read:

      
        Even a child can frequently identify the kind of tree from which a tiny wood fragment has come and, furthermore, the sex of that tree, as defined by Kabiran notions of plant sex, by observing the appearance of its wood and bark, its smell, its hardness, and similar characteristics. Fish and shellfish by the dozen are known by individually distinctive terms, and their separate features and habits, as well as the sexual differences within each type, are well recognized. (Smith, 150)

      

      Inhabitants of a desert region of southern California where only a few scattered families of whites manage to survive today, the Cahuilla Indians, numbering several thousand, were never able to exhaust their natural resources; they lived in abundance. For in this apparently impoverished country, they were familiar with no fewer than sixty edible plants and twenty-eight others endowed with narcotic, stimulant, or medicinal properties (Barrows). A single Seminole informant identified two hundred fifty plant species and varieties (Sturtevant). Three hundred fifty plants have been inventoried that are known to the Hopi Indians, more than five hundred for the Navajo. The botanical lexicon of the Subanun, who live in the southern Philippines, features well over a thousand terms (Frake), and that of the Hanunóo comes close to two thousand.3f Working with a single Gabonese informant, R. Sillans recently published an ethnobotanical vocabulary of approximately eight thousand terms, distributed among the languages or dialects of twelve or thirteen adjacent tribes (Walker and Sillans). The largely unpublished results obtained by Marcel Griaule and his collaborators in the French Sudan promise to be equally impressive.8

      Great familiarity with the biological environment, passionate attention to and precise knowledge of it—these have often struck investigators as indicative of the attitudes and preoccupations that distinguish natives from their white visitors. Among the Tewa Indians of New Mexico:

      
        Small differences . . . are observed . . . they have a name for every one of the coniferous trees of the region; in these cases differences are not conspicuous. The ordinary individual among the whites does not distinguish (them) . . . Indeed, it would be possible to translate a treatise on botany into Tewa. (Robbins, Harrington, and Freire-Marreco, 9, 12)

      

      In a thinly fictionalized narrative, Eleanor Smith Bowen amusingly recounts her distress when, upon arriving in an African tribe, she decided to begin by learning its language: her informants found it quite natural, during the elementary stage of their instruction, to gather a large number of botanical specimens, which they named while presenting them to her, but which she was incapable of identifying, not so much because of their exotic nature as because she had never been interested in the richness and diversity of the plant world, whereas the natives took such curiosity for granted:

      
        These people are farmers: to them plants are as important and familiar as people. I’d never been on a farm and am not even sure which are begonias, dahlias, or petunias. Plants, like algebra, have a habit of looking alike and being different, or looking different and being alike; consequently mathematics and botany confuse me. For the first time in my life I found myself in a community where ten-year-old children weren’t my mathematical superiors. I also found myself in a place where every plant, wild or cultivated, had a name and a use, and where every man, woman and child knew literally hundreds of plants . . . (my instructor) simply could not realize that it was not the words but the plants which baffled me. (Smith Bowen, 19)

      

      Strikingly different is the reaction of a specialist, in this case the author of a monograph describing close to three hundred species or varieties of medicinal or toxic plants used by certain populations of Northern Rhodesia:

      
        It has always been a surprise to me to find with what eagerness the people in and around Balovale were ready and willing to talk about their medicines. Was it that they found my interest in their methods pleasing? Was it an exchange of information amongst colleagues? Or was it to show off their knowledge? Whatever the reason, information was readily forthcoming. I remember a wicked old Luchozi who brought bundles of dried leaves, roots and stems and told me about their uses. How far he was a herbalist and how far a witch-doctor I could never fathom, but I regret that I shall never possess his knowledge of African psychology and his art in the treatment of his fellow men that, coupled with my scientific medical knowledge, might have made a most useful combination. (Gilges, 20)

      

      Quoting an excerpt from his field notes, Conklin sought to illustrate the intimate contact between man and his environment that the native perpetually imposes on the ethnologist:

      
        At 0600 and in a light rain, Laŋbaʔ and I left Parīna for Binli . . . At Arasāʔas, Laŋbaʔ told me to cut off several 10 x 50 cm. strips of bark from an ʔanapla kilāla tree (Albizzia procera (Roxb.) Benth.) for protection against the leeches. By periodically rubbing the cambium side of the strips of saponaceous (and poisonous . . .) bark over our ankles and legs—already wet from the rain-soaked vegetation—we produced a most effective leech-repellent lather of pink suds. At one spot along the trail near Aypud, Laŋbaʔ stopped suddenly, jabbed his walking stick sharply into the side of the trail and pulled up a small weed, tawag kūgun buladlad (Buchnera urticifolia R. Br.) which he told me he will use as a lure . . . for a spring-spear boar trap. A few minutes later, and we were going at a good pace, he stopped in a similar manner to dig up a small terrestrial orchid (hardly noticeable beneath the other foliage) known as līyamlīyam (Epipogum roseum (D. Don.) Lindl.). This herb is useful in the magical control of insect pests which destroy cultivated plants. At Binli, Laŋbaʔ was careful not to damage these herbs when searching through the contents of his palm leaf shoulder basket for ʔāpug ‘slaked lime’ and tabākuʔ (Nicotiana tabacum L.) to offer in exchange for other betel ingredients with the Binli folk. After an evaluative discussion about the local forms of betel pepper (Piper betle L.) Laŋbaʔ got permission to cut sweet potato (Ipomoea batatas (L.) Poir.) vines of two vegetatively distinguishable types, kamūti ʔinaswaŋ and kamūti lupaw . . . In the camote patch, we cut 25 vine-tip sections (about 75 centimeters long) of each variety, and carefully wrapped them in the broad fresh leaves of the cultivated sāgiŋ sabʔa (Musa sapientum compressa (Blco. Teodoro)) so that they would remain moist until we reached Laŋbaʔ’s place. Along the way we munched on a few stems of tubu minumaʔ, a type of sugar cane (Saccharum officinarum L.), stopped once to gather fallen būŋa, areca nuts (Areca catechu L.), and another time to pick and eat the wild cherrylike fruits from some bugnay shrubs (Antidesma brunius (L.) Spreng). We arrived at the Mararim by mid-afternoon having spent much of our time on the trail discussing changes in the surrounding vegetation in the last few decades. (Conklin 1, 15–17)

      

      This knowledge, and the linguistic means at its disposal, extends to morphology as well. The Tewa language uses distinct terms for every (or almost every) part of the body of birds and mammals (Henderson and Harrington, 9). The morphological description of the leaves of trees or plants includes forty terms, and there are fifteen distinct terms corresponding to the different parts of a corn plant.

      To describe the constituent parts and the properties of plants, the Hanunóo have more than one hundred fifty terms corresponding to the categories they use to identify them, “discussing the hundreds of characteristics which differentiate plant types and often indicate significant features of medicinal or nutritional value” (Conklin 1, 97). The Pinatubo, among whom more than six hundred named plants have been listed, “in addition to having an amazing knowledge of plants and their uses . . . employ nearly one hundred terms in describing the parts or characteristics of plants” (R. B. Fox, 179).

      It is clear that a form of knowledge as systematically developed as this is cannot be a function of mere practical usefulness. After insisting on the richness and precision of the zoological and botanical knowledge of the Indians of the Northeast of the United States and Canada (the Montagnais, Naskapi, Micmac, Malecite, Penobscot), the ethnologist who has studied them best goes on:

      
        Such knowledge, of course, is to be expected with respect to the habits of the larger animals which furnish food and the materials of industry to primitive man. We expect, for instance, that the Penobscot hunter of Maine will have a somewhat more practical knowledge of the habits and character of the moose than even the expert zoologist. But when we realize how the Indians have taken pains to observe and systematize facts of science in the realm of lower animal life, we may perhaps be pardoned a little surprise.

        The whole class of reptiles . . . affords no economic benefit to these Indians; they do not eat the flesh of any snakes or batrachians, nor do they make use of other parts except in a very few cases where they serve in the preparation of charms against sickness or sorcery. (Speck 1, 273)

      

      And yet, as Speck has shown, the Indians of the Northeast have elaborated a veritable herpetology, with distinct terms for every genus of reptile and others reserved for species or varieties.

      The natural products employed by Siberian peoples for medicinal purposes illustrate, by their precise definition and the specific values attributed to them, the care, ingenuity, attention to detail, and concern for distinctions that observers and theorists in societies of this type must have mobilized: swallowing spiders and white worms (Itelmen and Yakut, for sterility); the fat of the black beetle (Ossetians, for rabies); crushed cockroach, hen’s gall (Russians of Surgut, for abscesses and hernias); macerated red worms (Yakut, for rheumatism); pike’s gall (Buryat, for eye ailments); loach and crayfish swallowed alive (Siberian Russians, for epilepsy and all other diseases); stroking with a woodpecker’s beak or blood, nasal inhalation of mummified woodpecker powder, ingested egg of the kuksha bird (Yakut, against toothache, scrofula, horse diseases, and tuberculosis, respectively); partridge blood, horse sweat (Oirot, for hernias and warts); pigeon broth (Buryat, for coughs); powder of the ground-up feet of the tilegus bird (Kazak, for bites of rabid dogs); dried bat hung around the neck (Altai Russians, for fever); instillation of water from an icicle hanging from the nest of the remiz bird (Oirot, for eye diseases). Considering only bears, and only among the Buryat, the bear’s flesh possesses seven distinct therapeutic virtues, its blood five, its fat nine, its brain twelve, its bile seventeen, and its fur two. Similarly, to treat constipation, people in the Kalar region collect the stone-hard feces that bears produce when they come out of hibernation (Zelenin, 47–59).9 A study by Loeb reveals an equally rich inventory for an African tribe.

      From such examples, which might be taken from any region in the world, we might well infer that animal and plant species are not known to the extent that they prove useful: they are found to be useful or interesting because, first of all, they are known.

      

      * * *

      An objection could be raised that such a science can hardly be effective on the practical plane. But its primary object is, precisely, not practical in nature. It meets intellectual requirements before, or instead of, satisfying needs.

      The real question is not knowing whether contact with a woodpecker’s beak cures toothache, but whether it is possible, from a certain point of view, to make the woodpecker’s beak and the human tooth “go together” (the therapeutic formula from this congruence constituting only one of its hypothetical applications, among others) and whether it is possible to introduce an initial order into the universe through such groupings of things and beings, classifying, of whatever kind, possessing a virtue in itself in comparison to the absence of classifying. As a modern theorist of taxonomy has written:

      
        Scientists do tolerate uncertainty and frustration, because they must. The one thing that they do not and must not tolerate is disorder. The whole aim of theoretical science is to carry to the highest possible and conscious degree the perceptual reduction of chaos that began in so lowly and (in all probability) unconscious a way with the origin of life. In specific instances it can well be questioned whether the order so achieved is an objective characteristic of the phenomena or is an artifact constructed by the scientist. That question comes up time after time in animal taxonomy . . . Nevertheless, the most basic postulate of science is that nature itself is orderly . . . All theoretical science is ordering and if systematics is equated with ordering, then systematics is synonymous with theoretical science. (Simpson, 5)

      

      Now this requirement for order lies at the basis of the kind of thought we call primitive, but only to the extent that it lies at the basis of all thought: for it is through shared properties that we most easily gain access to forms of thought that seem very foreign to us.

      “All sacred things must have their place,” one indigenous thinker noted profoundly (Fletcher 2, 34). It might even be said that this is what makes something sacred, since changing its place, if only in thought, means that the entire order of the universe would be destroyed; it thus contributes to maintaining the universe by occupying the place where it belongs. The refinements of ritual, which may appear pointless when examined superficially or from the outside, can be explained by concern for what might be called “micro-equalization”: not to lose track of any being, object, or aspect, in order to assign each its place within a class. In this regard, the Hako ceremony of the Pawnee Indians is particularly revealing, if only because it has been analyzed so well. The invocation for crossing a stream is divided into several parts, corresponding respectively to the moment in which the water touches the travelers’ feet, when their feet are moving in the water, when the water covers their feet completely. The invocation to the wind separates the moments in which its coolness is felt only on the parts of the body that are wet, then here and there on the body, and finally touching all parts of the body: “Now, we are ready to move forward in safety” (Fletcher 2, 74, 77–78). As the informant specifies: “We must address with song every object we meet, because Tira’wa (the supreme spirit) is in all things. Everything we come to as we travel can give us help . . . We were taught to be mindful of all that we saw upon the journey” (Fletcher 2, 73, 81).

      This concern for exhaustive observation and the systematic inventorying of relations and connections can sometimes lead to scientifically respectable results: this is the case with the Blackfoot Indians, who diagnosed the approach of springtime according to the developmental stage of bison fetuses extracted from the wombs of females killed in the hunt. It would be wrong, for all that, to isolate these successes from the many other comparisons of the same sort, and which science declares illusory. But is it not the case that magical thought—that “gigantic variation on the theme of the principle of causality,” as Hubert and Mauss put it (2, 63)10—is distinguished from science not so much by ignorance or disregard of determinism as by a more imperious and more intransigent requirement for determinism, which science can, at most, deem unreasonable and premature?

      
        As a natural philosophy it [witchcraft] reveals a theory of causation. Misfortune is due to witchcraft co-operating with natural forces. If a buffalo gores a man, or the supports of a granary are undermined by termites so that it falls on his head, or he is infected with cerebro-spinal meningitis, Azande say that the buffalo, the granary, and the disease, are causes which combine with witchcraft to kill a man. Witchcraft does not create the buffalo and the granary and the disease for these exist in their own right, but it is responsible for the particular situation in which they are brought into lethal relations with a particular man. The granary would have fallen in any case, but since there was witchcraft present it fell at the particular moment when a certain man was resting beneath it. Of these causes the only one which permits intervention is witchcraft, for witchcraft emanates from a person. The buffalo and the granary do not allow of intervention and are, therefore, whilst recognized as causes, not considered the socially relevant ones. (Evans-Pritchard 1, 418–19)

      

      From this point of view, the primary difference between magic and science would thus be that the former postulates a global and integral determinism, while the latter operates by distinguishing levels, of which only some admit forms of determinism that are held to be inapplicable at other levels. But might we not go further, and consider the rigor and precision presented by magical thought and ritual practices as translating an unconscious apprehension of the truth of determinism as a mode of existence of scientific phenomena, so that determinism would be globally hypothesized and tried out, before being known and respected? Rituals and magical beliefs would then appear as so many expressions of an act of faith in a science yet to be born.

      There is more. Not only can such anticipations, by their very nature, sometimes be crowned with success, but they can also be successful in two ways. They can anticipate science itself, and they can anticipate methods or results that science will incorporate only in an advanced stage of its development, if it be true that man took on first what was most difficult: systematization on the level of sensory data, on which science has long turned its back and which it is only beginning to reintegrate into its perspective. What is more, this anticipatory effect has occurred several times over in the history of scientific thought. As Simpson (84–85) has shown, borrowing an example from nineteenth-century biology, the anticipatory effect results from the fact that—since scientific explanation always corresponds to the discovery of an “arrangement”—every attempt of this sort, even one inspired by nonscientific principles, can happen upon arrangements that are true.11 Such results are even predictable, if it is granted that, by definition, the number of structures is finite: “structuring” would thus possess an intrinsic effectiveness, whatever the principles and methods by which it is inspired.

      Modern chemistry explains the variety of flavors and fragrances as diverse combinations of five elements: carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, sulfur, and nitrogen. By establishing tables of the presence and absence of these elements, by evaluating dosages and perceptual thresholds, it succeeds in accounting for differences and resemblances among qualities that it would earlier have banished from its domain as “secondary.”12 But these connections and distinctions do not surprise one’s aesthetic sense. Rather, they enrich and clarify it, by giving a basis for associations it already sensed. Because of this, it becomes clearer why, and under what conditions, an assiduous exercise of intuition on its own would already have allowed the discovery of these relationships. For instance, that tobacco smoke might, for the logic of sensation, be the intersection of two groups: one also including grilled meat and bread (which, like it, are nitrogen compounds); the other including cheese, beer, and honey, as a result of the presence of diacetyl.13 Wild cherry, cinnamon, vanilla, and sherry form a group that is not only sensorial but also intelligible, because they all contain aldehyde, whereas the related odors of wintergreen, lavender, and banana can be explained by the presence of esters. Intuition alone would suggest that we group together onion, garlic, turnip, radish, and mustard, even though botany separates the Liliaceae from the Brassicaceae. Confirming the evidence of the senses, chemistry demonstrates that these different families are joined on a different plane: they contain sulfur (W., K.). These groupings might well have been carried out by a primitive philosopher or poet inspired by considerations having nothing to do with chemistry or any other form of science: the ethnographic literature reveals numerous cases of this kind, many of no less empirical and aesthetic value. Now this is not merely the effect of an associative frenzy, destined to succeed from time to time by the simple play of chance. With better insight than in the passage quoted earlier, where he proposes this interpretation, Simpson has shown that the requirement for organization is a need shared by art and science, and that, consequently, “taxonomy, which is ordering par excellence, has eminent aesthetic value” (Simpson, 4). This being the case, it will be less surprising that the aesthetic sense, left to its own resources, can open a pathway to taxonomy and even anticipate some of its results.

      

      * * *

      We should not, for all this, fall back on the vulgar thesis (which is, however, admissible in the narrow perspective in which it is situated) that magic is a timorous and stammering form of science, for to claim to reduce magical thought to a moment, or even a phase, of technical and scientific evolution is to deny ourselves any way of understanding it. Rather, like a shadow anticipating its own body, it is, in a sense, as complete as that body, as fully formed and coherent, in its immateriality, as the solid being that it simply precedes. Magical thought is not a beginning, a start, a sketch, part of an as yet unrealized whole; it forms a well-articulated system, independent in this regard from that other system which will be constituted by science, except for the formal analogy that brings them together and makes the former a kind of metaphorical expression of the latter. Instead, then, of opposing magic and science, we would do better to view them as parallel, as two modes of knowledge, unequal insofar as their theoretical and practical results are concerned (since, from this point of view, it is true that science succeeds better than magic, even though magic prefigures science in that it, too, sometimes succeeds), but not in the kind of mental operations on which the two draw, and which differ less in nature than as a function of the types of phenomena to which they are applied.

      In fact, these relations stem from the objective conditions in which magical knowledge and scientific knowledge appeared. The history of the latter is short enough for us to be well informed about it; but the fact that the origin of modern science dates only a few centuries back raises a problem that ethnologists have not considered sufficiently; the name Neolithic paradox would suit it perfectly.

      It was in the Neolithic period that man’s mastery of the great arts of civilization—pottery, weaving, agriculture, and the domestication of animals—was solidified. No one today would think of explaining these immense conquests by the fortuitous accumulation of a series of chance discoveries,4f or by the passively registered spectacle of certain natural phenomena.5f

      Each of these techniques presupposes centuries of active and methodical observation, bold and controlled hypotheses rejected or confirmed by means of tirelessly repeated experiments. A biologist has noted the rapidity with which plants originating in the New World became acclimated to the Philippines and were adopted and named by natives, who, in many cases, even appear to have rediscovered medicinal uses rigorously parallel to those that were traditional in Mexico. He interprets the phenomenon as follows:

      
        Plants with bitter leaves or stems are commonly used in the Philippines for stomach disorders. If an introduced plant is found to have this characteristic, it will be quickly utilized. The fact that many Philippine groups, such as the Pinatubo Negritos, constantly experiment with plants hastens the process of the recognition of the potential usefulness, as defined by the culture, of the introduced flora. (R. B. Fox, 212–13)

      

      To transform a weed into a cultivated plant, a wild beast into a domestic animal; to discover in a plant or animal alimentary or technological properties that were originally absent or could hardly be suspected; to turn unstable clay—quick to crumble, pulverize, or crack—into a solid, watertight piece of pottery (but only after having determined, among a multitude of organic and inorganic materials, the one most suitable as a tempering agent; the appropriate fuel, temperature, and duration of firing; and the effective degree of oxidation); to elaborate the techniques, often long and complex, for cultivating without soil or even without water, for changing toxic roots or seeds into food, or indeed for using this toxicity for hunting, war, and ritual: all this required, we cannot doubt, a genuinely scientific state of mind, a sustained and perpetually alert curiosity, an appetite for knowing and for the pleasure of knowing, since only a small fraction of observations and experiments (which, we must suppose, were inspired first and above all by a taste for knowledge) could yield practical and immediately useful results. And here we need not go into the metallurgy of bronze and iron, or that of precious metals, or even the simple working of native copper by hammering, which preceded metallurgy by several thousand years—all of which already require extremely advanced technical competence.

      Neolithic or protohistoric man was thus heir to a long scientific tradition; nonetheless, if the spirit that inspired him, as well as all his predecessors, had been exactly the same as that of modern people, how are we to understand that he came to a stop and that several thousand years of stagnation intervened, like a landing on a stairway, between the Neolithic revolution and contemporary science? This paradox admits only one solution: that there are two distinct modes of scientific thought, each of them a function not of unequal stages of the development of the human mind, but of two strategic levels at which nature allows itself to be grasped by scientific knowledge—one approximately congruent with perception and imagination, and the other at a remove. It is as though the necessary relations that are the object of all science—whether Neolithic or modern—might be attained by two distinct paths, one very close to sensory intuition, the other further from it.

      Any classification is superior to chaos, and even a classification at the level of sensory properties is a step toward a rational order. If we are asked to classify a collection of various fruits into relatively heavier and lighter bodies, it is legitimate to begin by separating pears from apples, not because shape, color, and taste are related to weight and volume, but because this way the larger apples are easier to distinguish from smaller ones than if the apples remain mixed with fruit of a different appearance. We can already see from this example that, even at the level of aesthetic perception, classification has its virtues.

      But even though there is no necessary connection between sensory qualities and properties, in a great many cases there exists at least a relation in fact between them, and the generalization of this relationship, even if without foundation in reason, can remain both theoretically and practically rewarding over a very long period. Not all toxic juices are burning or bitter, and the reciprocal is no truer; nonetheless, nature is so composed that it is more profitable, for both thought and action, to proceed as though an equivalence satisfying one’s aesthetic feeling also corresponded to an objective reality. While this is not the place to investigate why this is the case, it is probable that species endowed with some remarkable feature—shape, color, or odor—open up to the observer what might be called a “right pending disproof”: a right to postulate that these visible features are the sign of equally singular, but hidden, properties. Accepting that the relationship between the two is itself perceptible to the senses (that a seed in the shape of a tooth protects against snakebite, that a yellow juice is a remedy for bilious disorders, and so on) will serve better, at least provisionally, than indifference to any connection at all, for a classification, even if it is heterogeneous and arbitrary, preserves the richness and diversity of the inventory. In deciding that everything must be accounted for, it facilitates the constitution of a “memory.”

      Now it is a fact that methods of this order could have led to certain results that were indispensable for man to be able to attack nature from a different angle. Far from being, as has often been claimed, the work of a “mythmaking function”15 turning its back on reality, myths and rituals offer as their principal value to preserve up to our own time, in a residual form, modes of observation and reflection that were (and undoubtedly remain) precisely adapted to discoveries of a certain type: those authorized by nature, based on the speculative organization and exploitation of the sensory world in sensory terms. Such a science of the concrete had to be limited, in essence, to results other than those that were destined to be found by the exact and natural sciences, but it was no less scientific, and its results were no less real. Secured ten thousand years before the others, they are still the substrate of our civilization.

      

      * * *

      Moreover, a form of activity still subsists among us that, on the technical plane, gives a fairly good idea of what, on the plane of speculation,16 might have represented what I would call a “first science” rather than a primitive science:17 it is what is commonly designated by the French term bricolage.18 In its earlier sense, the verb bricoler is applied to ball games and billiards, hunting and horseback riding, but always to indicate a movement off the expected path: that of a rebounding ball, of a dog that strays, or of a horse swerving off the straight course to avoid an obstacle. And in our own day, the bricoleur remains someone who works with his hands, using means that are skewed in comparison with those of the professional craftsman. Now, the distinctive characteristic of mythical thought is to express itself with the help of a set of heterogeneous elements, one that, even if extensive, still remains limited; and it must make use of this set, no matter what task it is carrying out, since it has nothing else at hand. It thus appears as a sort of intellectual bricolage, which explains the relationship that can be observed between the two.

      Like bricolage on the technical plane, mythical reflection may, on the intellectual plane, achieve results that are brilliant and unforeseen. Conversely, the mythopoetic character of bricolage has frequently been noted: be it on the plane of what is called “naïve” or “outsider” art; in the fantastical architecture of the villa of the Facteur Cheval;19 in the film sets of Georges Méliès; or even, in the case immortalized in Dickens’s Great Expectations, but no doubt initially inspired by observation, in Mr. Wemmick’s suburban “castle,” with its miniature drawbridge, its cannon firing at nine o’clock, its bed of salad and cucumbers that would allow the occupants to hold out in case of a siege . . .

      The comparison is worth pursuing, since it gives us better access to the real relations between the two types of scientific knowledge that I have distinguished. The bricoleur is adept at performing a large number of diverse tasks, but, unlike the engineer, he does not subordinate each one to the availability of raw materials and tools designed and acquired to fit his project. His universe of instruments is closed, and the rule of his game is always to make do with “whatever is at hand”—that is to say, a set of tools and materials that is finite at each moment, as well as heterogeneous, because the composition of the set is not related to the current project, nor indeed to any given project,20 but is the contingent result of all the occasions that have presented themselves for renewing or enriching his stock, or for maintaining it with leftovers from earlier constructions and destructions. Thus the bricoleur’s set of potentially usable elements cannot be defined by a project (which indeed would presuppose, as in the case of the engineer, the existence of as many ensembles of instruments21 as of kinds of projects, at least in theory); it is defined solely by its instrumentality or, in other words and to use the bricoleur’s own language, by the fact that the elements are collected or kept on the principle that “this could always come in handy.” Such elements are thus halfway specialized: enough for the bricoleur not to require the equipment and knowledge of all the building trades, but not enough for each element to be restricted to a precise and determined use. Each element represents a set of relations that are both concrete and virtual; they are operators, but usable with an eye to any operations within a type.

      In the same way, elements of mythical reflection always lie midway between percepts and concepts. It would be impossible to extract the former from the concrete situation in which they appear, whereas recourse to the latter would require that thought be at least provisionally able to put its projects between brackets.22 Now there is an intermediary between the image and the concept: this is the sign, since we can always define it, in the way first proposed by Saussure for the particular category of linguistic signs, as a link between an image and a concept, which, in the union thus formed, respectively play the roles of signifier and signified.23

      Like the image, the sign is a concrete entity, but it resembles a concept in its power of reference. Neither is related exclusively to itself; each can replace something other than itself. The concept, however, possesses an unlimited capacity in this regard, while that of the sign is limited. The difference and the similarity between the two emerge clearly in the example of the bricoleur. Let us observe him at work: excited by his project, his first practical move is retrospective; he must turn back to an already constituted set, consisting of tools and materials; inventory or reinventory it; finally, and above all, engage in a kind of dialogue with it, in order to identify the responses that the set can offer to his problem, before choosing among these possible solutions. All these heterogeneous objects that constitute his treasury6f are interrogated by him in order to understand what each of them might “mean,” thus contributing to defining a set still to be created, but which will ultimately differ from the ensemble of instruments only in the internal disposition of its parts. This cube of oak could be a wedge to make up for the insufficient length of a pine board, or else a base, which would show the grain and polish of the old wood to advantage. In one case it will be extension, in the other matter.25 But these possibilities still remain limited by the particular history of each piece and by what subsists in it as predetermined by the original use for which it was conceived, or the adaptations it has undergone for other uses. Like the constitutive units of myth, whose possible combinations are limited by the fact that they are borrowed from language, in which they already have a meaning that restricts their freedom of maneuver,26 the elements the bricoleur collects and uses are “preconstrained” (Lévi-Strauss 5).27 In addition, the decision of what to use to do what depends on the possibility of permuting another element into the empty function, to the point that each choice will entail a total reorganization of the structure, which will never be exactly the same as the one vaguely imagined, nor the same as any other that might have been preferred to it.

      Certainly, the engineer, too, cross-examines; for him, the presence of an “interlocutor” comes from the fact that his means, his power, and his knowledge are never unlimited, so that, in this negative form, he comes up against a resistance with which he has no choice but to come to terms. It would be tempting to say that he cross-examines the universe, while the bricoleur, for his part, addresses himself to a collection of residues of human works, that is, a subset of culture. Information theory, moreover, shows how it is possible, and even helpful, to understand the activity of the physicist as a kind of dialogue with nature;28 this would attenuate the distinction that I am trying to draw. But there will still remain a difference between the two, even if we take into account that the scientist is never in dialogue with nature in the pure state, but rather with a certain state of the relation between nature and culture, definable by the historical period in which he lives, the civilization of which he is part, and the material means at his disposal. The scientist is no more free than is the bricoleur to do just anything at all when faced with a given task. He too must begin by taking inventory of a predetermined ensemble of theoretical and practical knowledge, of technical means, that limits the possible solutions.

      The difference is thus not as absolute as we might be tempted to imagine; it remains real, however, to the extent that the engineer always seeks to open a way through and situate himself beyond the constraints that make up a given state of civilization, while the bricoleur, willingly or by necessity, remains on this side of those constraints. This is another way of saying that the former operates by means of concepts and the latter by means of signs. The ensembles that each makes use of are located at perceptibly different points on the axis of opposition between nature and culture. Indeed, at least one of the ways in which the sign is opposed to the concept is that the concept aims to be integrally transparent to reality, while the sign accepts, and even requires, that a certain human density be incorporated into this reality. In Peirce’s vigorous, and hard to translate, expression: “It addresses somebody.”29

      One could say, then, that the scientist and the bricoleur are both on the alert for messages, but those the bricoleur receives are, in a sense, pretransmitted messages, like those commercial codes which, condensing the past experience of the profession, make it possible to handle every new situation in an economical way (on the condition, however, that these situations belong to the same category as earlier ones). The scientist, in contrast, whether engineer or physicist, always anticipates the other message that might be forced out of an interlocutor in spite of his unwillingness to pronounce upon questions whose answers have not been rehearsed in advance. The concept thus appears as an operator of the opening-up of the set being worked with, and signification as the operator of its reorganization: it neither enlarges nor renews the set, and limits itself to obtaining the group of its transformations.

      The image cannot be the idea, but it can play the role of a sign or, more precisely, cohabit with the idea in a sign; and, if the idea is not yet present, reserve its future place and make its contours appear in the negative. The image is frozen, linked in a univocal way to the act of consciousness that accompanies it; but the sign, and an image that has come to act as a sign, if they are still without comprehension—that is, without simultaneous and theoretically unlimited relations with other entities of the same type, which is the privilege of the concept—are already permutable, that is, capable of entering into successive relations with other entities, even if these are limited in number, and, as we have seen, on the condition that they still form a system in which a modification affecting one element will automatically affect all the others: on this plane, the logicians’ categories of extension and comprehension exist not as two distinct and complementary aspects, but as a single reality.30 We thus understand that mythical thought, even as it is embedded in images, can already be generalizing, and so scientific: it too operates through acts of analogy and connection,31 even if, as in the case of bricolage, its creations always come down to a new arrangement of elements whose nature is not modified, whether they figure in the instrumental set or the final arrangement (which, except for their internal disposition, always form the same object): “it would seem that mythological worlds have been built up, only to be shattered again, and that new worlds were built from the fragments” (Boas 1, 18). This profound remark nonetheless neglects the fact that in this ceaseless reconstruction using the same materials, what were formerly ends are always called upon to play the role of means: signifieds turn into signifiers, and vice versa.32

      This formula, which could serve as a definition of bricolage, explains the fact that for mythical reflection, too, the totality of available means must be implicitly inventoried or conceived in order to reach a result that will always be a compromise between the structure of the instrumental set and that of the project. Once realized, the project will thus inevitably be out of phase with the initial intention (itself a simple scheme), an effect the Surrealists felicitously called “objective chance.”33 But there is more: the poetry of bricolage also, and above all, comes from the fact that it does not limit itself to accomplishment or execution; it “speaks,” not only with things, as has already been shown, but also by means of things: recounting, through the choices it makes among limited possibilities, the character and life of its author. Even if he never completes his project, the bricoleur always puts something of himself into it.

      From this point of view as well, mythical reflection appears to be an intellectual form of bricolage. All of science has been built on the distinction between the contingent and the necessary, which is also that between event and structure. The qualities to which it laid claim at its birth were precisely those which, in not being part of lived experience, remained exterior and, as it were, foreign to events: this is the meaning of the notion of primary qualities. Now, the specific feature of mythical thought, as of bricolage on the plane of practice, is to develop structured sets, not directly out of other structured sets,7f but from the residues and debris of events: “odds and ends,” as English puts it, or, in French, bribes et morceaux, fossilized witnesses to the history of an individual or a society. In a sense, this reverses the relationship between diachrony and synchrony: mythical thought, this bricoleur, builds structures by putting together events, or rather the residues of events,8f while science “at work,” simply as a result of having been established, creates its means and its results in the form of events, thanks to structures that it is ceaselessly producing and which are its hypotheses and theories. But make no mistake: it is not a matter of two stages, or two phases, of the evolution of knowledge, since the two ways of proceeding are equally valid. Physics and chemistry are already aspiring to become qualitative once more—that is, to account for secondary qualities as well, which, when explained, will again become modes of explanation. And perhaps biology itself is marking time, awaiting this achievement in order, itself, to be able to explain life. For its part, mythical thought is not merely the prisoner of the events and experiences that it tirelessly orders and reorders, seeking a signification in them; it is also a means of liberation, thanks to the protest that it raises against meaninglessness, which science had, from the beginning, resigned itself to accept.

      

      * * *

      The preceding considerations have touched several times on the problem of art, and perhaps I might briefly indicate how, from this perspective, art is located midway between scientific knowledge and mythical or magical thinking. For everyone knows that an artist is both something of a scientist and something of a bricoleur: with the materials and skills of a craftsman, he fashions a material object that is at the same time an object of knowledge. I have distinguished the scientist and the bricoleur by the inverse functions that they assign to event and structure in the orders of instruments and ends, the one bringing about events (changing the world) by means of structures, the other structures by means of events (a formula that is inexact in this extreme form, but which this analysis should allow us to nuance). Let us now look at this portrait of a woman by Clouet,34 and ponder the reasons for the very deep aesthetic emotion aroused, it seems inexplicably, by the reproduction, thread by thread and with a scrupulous trompe-l’oeil effect, of a lace ruff.

      
        [image: ]

        FIGURE 1.1 François Clouet, Portrait of Elizabeth of Austria, c. 1571. Photo: Musée du Louvre.

      
      The example of Clouet is not chosen at random, for we know that he liked to paint smaller than life-size: his paintings are thus—like Japanese gardens, miniature autos, and ships in bottles—what in the language of the bricoleur are called “scale models.”35 This raises the question of whether the scale model, which is also the journeyman’s “masterpiece,”36 might present, always and everywhere, the very type of the work of art. For it would seem that every scale model has an aesthetic vocation—and whence would it draw this constant virtue, if not from its very dimensions? Inversely, the immense majority of works of art are also reduced-scale models. One might think that this characteristic is based primarily on a concern for economizing materials and means, and in support of this interpretation we could cite works that are monumental and yet undeniably artistic. But we must agree on definitions: the paintings of the Sistine Chapel are a reduced-scale model in spite of their imposing dimensions, since the theme they illustrate is that of the end of time. The same is true of the cosmic symbolism of religious monuments. Yet we may wonder whether the aesthetic effect of, say, a larger-than-life equestrian statue comes from the fact that it enlarges a man to the size of a boulder, or rather that it reduces what is first seen, at a distance, as a boulder to the proportions of a man. Finally, even “life size” portrayal presupposes a scale model, since a graphic or plastic transposition always involves giving up certain dimensions of the object: in painting, volume; in sculpture, colors, odors, or tactile impressions; and in both cases, the temporal dimension, since a figurative work is apprehended as a whole in a single instant.

      What virtue is there, then, in reduction, whether of scale or of properties?

      Its virtue results, it seems, from a sort of reversal of the process of knowing: to know the real object as a whole, we always have a tendency to start from its parts. The resistance it confronts us with is overcome by dividing it. Reduction of scale reverses this situation: smaller, the object as a whole appears less daunting; from the fact of being quantitatively diminished, it seems to us to be qualitatively simplified. More precisely, this quantitative transposition augments and diversifies our power over a homologue of the thing; through it, the thing can be grasped, weighed up in the hand, apprehended in a single glance. The child’s doll is no longer an adversary, a rival, or even an interlocutor; in it and through it, the person changes into a subject. Contrary to what happens when we seek to understand a thing or an entity in its real size, with a scale model the knowledge of the whole precedes that of its parts. And even if this is an illusion, the reason for the procedure is to create or sustain the illusion, which gratifies one’s intelligence and sensibility with a pleasure that, on this basis alone, can already be called aesthetic.

      Up to this point, we have only considered questions of scale, which, as we have just seen, involve a dialectical relation between size—which is to say quantity—and quality. But the scale model possesses a supplementary attribute: it is constructed, manmade, and, what is more, “handmade.”37 It is thus not a mere projection, a passive homologue of the object: it constitutes an actual experiment on the object. Now to the extent that the model is artificial, it becomes possible to understand how it is made, and this apprehension of the mode of fabrication brings a supplementary dimension to its being. In addition—we have seen this in the case of bricolage, but the example of different painters’ “styles” shows that it is equally true for art—the problem always has several solutions.38 Since the choice of solution means a modification of the result that a different solution would have led to, the general scheme of these permutations is given virtually along with the particular solution offered to the gaze of the spectator, who as a result is transformed—without his even being aware of it—into an agent. Through contemplation alone, the spectator is, as it were, sent away from the work of art in possession of other possible modalities of the same work, and in a confused way he senses himself to be even more of a creator than the creator himself, who abandoned these possible modalities in excluding them from his creation—and these modalities form so many supplementary perspectives opening onto the realized work. In other words, the intrinsic virtue of the scale model is that it compensates for the loss of sensory dimensions by the acquisition of intelligible dimensions.9f

      Let us return now to the lace ruff in the Clouet painting. Everything I have said applies here, since in order to represent it as a projection in a property-space with smaller and fewer sensory dimensions than those of the object, it was necessary to proceed in a way symmetrical to and inverse from that which would have been taken by science if it had set out, as is its function, to produce—rather than reproduce—not only a new piece of lace in place of one already known, but also a real piece of lace instead of one in a picture. Indeed, science would have worked on the scale of the real, but by inventing a lacemaking machine,39 while art works on a reduced scale with a homologous image of the object as its goal. The first procedure is of the order of metonymy, replacing one entity by another, an effect by its cause, while the second is of the order of metaphor.40

      This is not all. For while it is true that the relation of priority between structure and event is manifested in symmetrical and inverse ways in science and in bricolage, it is clear that, from this point of view as well, art occupies an intermediate position. Even if the scale-model depiction of a lace ruff presupposes, as we have seen, inside knowledge of its morphology and its technique of construction (and, had it been a matter of representing a human being or an animal, we would have said: of its anatomy and bearing), it cannot be reduced to a diagram or blueprint; it achieves a synthesis of these intrinsic properties and those that belong to the spatial and temporal context. The final result is the lace ruff, such as it is absolutely, but also such as, at the same instant, its appearance is affected by the perspective it is presented from, making some parts stand out and hiding others, the existence of which nevertheless continues to influence the rest: through the contrast between the whiteness of the ruff and the colors of the other garments, the reflection of the pearly throat that it encircles and that of the sky on that day and at that moment; also by what it signifies as casual or formal dress, worn—new or used, freshly ironed or wrinkled—by a commoner or a queen, whose physiognomy confirms, disconfirms, or qualifies her condition, in a particular milieu, society, region of the world, historical period . . . Perpetually midway between design and anecdote, the painter’s genius consists in fusing inner and outer knowledge, a being and a becoming; in producing, with his brush, an object that does not exist as an object and that he is nonetheless able to create on his canvas: a precisely balanced synthesis of one or several artificial and natural structures and one or several events, both natural and social. The aesthetic emotion comes from this union between the order of structure and the order of event instituted within a thing created by man, and so virtually by the spectator, who discovers its possibility through the work of art.

      This analysis calls for some remarks. In the first place, it helps us understand why myths appear to us simultaneously as systems of abstract relations and objects of aesthetic contemplation: in fact, the creative act that gives rise to the myth is symmetric with and inverse to that which lies at the origin of the work of art. In the latter case, the starting point is a set consisting of one or several objects and one or several events, on which aesthetic creation confers a character of wholeness by revealing a common structure. Myth follows the same course, but in the other direction: it uses a structure to produce an absolute object that takes the shape of a set of events (since every myth tells a story). Art thus proceeds from a set (object + event) toward the discovery of its structure; myth starts from a structure, through which it undertakes the construction of a set (object + event).
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        FIGURE 1.2 Haida club used to kill fish. Total length: 56 cm. Collection of the author. Photo: Huillard.

      
      If this first remark leads toward a generalization of the interpretation, the second will lead, rather, to restricting it. Is it true that every work of art consists in an integration of structure and event? Nothing of the kind, it would seem, could be said of this Haida cedarwood club, used to kill fish, that I am looking at, resting on a bookshelf, as I write these lines.41 The artist, who carved it in the shape of a sea monster, wished the body of the club to be one with the animal’s body, the handle one with the tail, and that the anatomical proportions, those of a mythical creature, be such that the object should be the cruel animal, killing helpless victims, at the same time as it is a well-balanced fishing weapon that a man can handle with ease and that gives effective results. Everything in this tool, which is also a marvelous work of art, thus appears to be a matter of structure: its mythical symbolism as much as its practical function. More precisely, the object, its function, and its symbol seem to fold back on each other and form a closed system in which there is no room for the event. The monster’s position, appearance, and expression owe nothing to the historical circumstances in which the artist may have seen it “in the flesh,” dreamed it, or conceived the idea of it. It might rather be said that its immutable being has been definitively fixed in wood whose very fine grain allows the translation of all its aspects, and in a use for which its empirical shape seems to predestine it. Now, everything that has just been said about a particular object holds as well for other products of primitive art: an African statue, a Melanesian mask . . . Have I, then, defined no more than one historical and local instance of aesthetic creation, while believing I had reached not only its fundamental properties, but the properties through which it establishes an intelligible relationship with other modes of creation?

      To overcome this difficulty, it is sufficient, I think, to widen the interpretation. What was provisionally defined, with respect to a painting by Clouet, as an event or set of events now appears from a more general angle: the event is but a mode of the contingent, whose integration (perceived as necessary) into a structure gives rise to aesthetic emotion, and this, whatever the type of art considered. Depending on the style, the place, and the period, this contingency is manifested under three different aspects, or at three distinct moments in the process of artistic creation (which can, indeed, happen together): it can be situated at the level of the occasion for the work, its execution, or its purpose. Only in the first case does contingency take the form of an event, which is to say, a contingency that is exterior and prior to the creative act. The artist apprehends this contingency from the outside: an attitude, an expression, a distinctive light, a situation; he grasps the sensory and intelligible ways these modalities relate to the structure of the object that they affect, and incorporates them into his work. But it can also happen that contingency plays an intrinsic part in the course of the work’s execution: in the size or shape of the piece of wood at the carver’s disposal, the direction and quality of the grain, in the imperfection of his tools, the resistance that the material (or the project) opposes to the work that is being done, in the unpredictable incidents that arise during the work. Finally, contingency can be extrinsic, as in the first case, but posterior (and no longer anterior) to the act of creation: this is what happens whenever the work is intended for a specific use, since the artist will carry out his work in a way that is based on the virtual modalities and phases of its future employment (thus putting himself consciously or unconsciously in the place of the user).

      Depending on the case, consequently, the process of artistic creation will consist, within the fixed framework of a confrontation between structure and accident, in seeking dialogue with either the model, the material, or the user, depending on which message the artist most attends to in doing his work. Overall, each of these eventualities corresponds to a type of art that can easily be identified: the first, to the plastic arts of the West; the second, to so-called primitive art and to Gothic and Renaissance art; the third, to the applied arts. But it would be an oversimplification to take these attributions literally. Every form of art involves all three aspects and is distinguished from the others only by their relative proportion. It is quite certain, for example, that even the most academic painter comes up against problems of execution, and that all the arts dubbed primitive can be considered applied arts in two ways: first, because many of their products are technical objects; and next, because even their creations that seem most sheltered from practical concerns have a definite goal. Finally, we know that even in our own culture, tools can lend themselves to disinterested contemplation.

      With these reservations, we can easily verify that the three aspects are functionally linked, and that the predominance of one restricts or eliminates the room left for the others. So-called academic painting42 is—or believes itself to be—free with regard both to execution and to destination. In its best examples, it exhibits a complete mastery of technical difficulties (which we may consider, moreover, to have been overcome definitively since Van der Weyden,43 after whom the problems painters assigned themselves involve hardly anything more than playing with physics). Ultimately, everything takes place as though the painter, with his canvas, colors, and brushes, could do exactly what he liked. Yet the painter seeks to make his work an object independent of all contingency, having its value in itself and for itself; this, indeed, is what is implied by the formula of an “easel painting.”44 Freed from contingency from the points of view of both execution and destination, academic painting can focus contingency entirely onto the occasion; and, if this interpretation is correct, it is not even free to do without its occasion. It thus defines itself as “genre” painting, on the condition that the meaning of that expression be considerably enlarged. For from the very broad perspective that we are taking here, the efforts of the portrait painter—even if he is a Rembrandt—to capture on canvas the most revealing expression and even the secret thoughts of his model belong to the same genre as a painter like Detaille,45 whose compositions allow us to reproduce the hour and order of battle, the number and arrangement of buttons characterizing each army’s uniforms. If I may be allowed an irreverent turn of phrase, in both cases “opportunity makes the thief.” In the applied arts, the respective proportions of the three aspects are reversed; these arts give predominance to purpose and execution, the two contingencies being approximately balanced in those specimens that we regard as most “pure,” while at the same time excluding considerations of occasion. We see this from the fact that a cup, a goblet, a woven basket, or a piece of cloth seems perfect to us when its practical value is presented as timeless, fully corresponding to its function for people of different historical epochs or civilizations. If difficulties of execution are entirely mastered (as is the case when the execution is entrusted to machines), the purpose can be made more and more precise and specific, and applied art turns into industrial art; in the inverse case, we call it peasant or folk art. Finally, primitive art is situated at the opposite extreme from professional or academic art: the latter internalizes execution (which it has or believes itself to have mastered) and purpose (“art for art’s sake” is its own end in itself). In reaction, it is impelled to externalize the occasion (which it asks the model to provide): the occasion thus becomes part of the signified. As opposed to this, primitive art internalizes the occasion (since the supernatural beings that it is pleased to depict have a timeless reality that is independent of circumstances),46 and it externalizes execution and purpose, which in this way become part of the signifier.

      Thus we are brought back, on a different plane, to the dialogue with the material and means of execution by which I defined bricolage. For the philosophy of art, the essential problem is knowing whether or not the artist treats these as interlocutors. Certainly an artist always gives them this status, but minimally in an art that is too academic and maximally in outsider or naïve art, which verges on bricolage, and in both cases to the detriment of structure. Yet no form of art would be worthy of the name if it allowed itself to be entirely the captive of external contingencies, whether of occasion or purpose; for in this case the work would fall to the status of an icon (supplemental to its model) or an instrument (complementary to the material worked). Even the most academic art, if it moves us, achieves this result only on the condition of arresting this dissipation of contingency to the benefit of the pretext in time to incorporate the contingent into the work, conferring on it the dignity of an absolute object. If archaic arts, primitive arts, and “primitive” periods of academic arts are the only ones that do not grow old, they owe it to this consecration of the accident in the service of the execution, and thus to the use, which they seek to render complete, of the raw datum as the empirical material of a meaning.10f

      It must finally be added that the balance between structure and event, necessity and contingency, interiority and exteriority, is a precarious one, constantly threatened by forces that pull in one direction or the other, with fluctuations in fashion, style, and general social conditions. From this point of view, Impressionism and Cubism appear less as two successive phases of the development of painting than as two complicitous enterprises, even though not born at the same time, acting in concert to prolong, through complementary deformations, a mode of expression whose very existence (as we realize more clearly today) was seriously threatened. The intermittent vogue of “collages,” born at a time when craftsmanship was dying out, might, for its part, be no more than a transposition of bricolage onto the terrain of contemplation. Finally, the emphasis on the event aspect can also stand out at times, by more heavily underlining either social temporality (as with Greuze47 at the end of the eighteenth century, or with Socialist Realism), or natural, and even meteorological, temporality (in Impressionism), at the expense of structure (by which we should understand: structure at the same level, since it is not excluded that the structural aspect be reinstated elsewhere and on a new plane).

      

      * * *

      If, on the plane of speculation, mythical thought is not without analogy with bricolage on the plane of practice, and if artistic creation can be situated at equal distance between both of these forms of activity on the one hand, and that of science on the other, games and rituals present the same sort of relationship between themselves.

      Every game can be defined by its set of rules, which makes possible a practically unlimited number of matches; but a ritual, which is also “played,” resembles, rather, a privileged match, chosen out of all the possible matches because it alone results in a certain kind of equilibrium between the two sides. The transposition is easily verifiable in the case of the Gahuku-Gama of New Guinea, who have learned football, but who play as many games as are necessary, over several consecutive days, to establish a tie between the number of matches lost and won by each side (Read, 429), something tantamount to treating a game as a ritual.

      The same could be said of the games that took place among the Fox Indians during adoption ceremonies (Michelson 1, 385) with the aim of replacing a dead relative with a living one and thus permitting the definitive departure of the soul of the deceased.11f Fox funeral rites seem inspired by the major concern of getting rid of the dead and preventing them from taking revenge on the living for the bitterness and regret they feel for no longer being among them. The indigenous philosophy, therefore, identifies resolutely with the party of the living: “Death is a hard thing;sorrow is especially hard.”

      The origin of death goes back to the supernatural powers’ destruction of the younger of two mythical brothers who play the role of culture heroes among all the Algonquian peoples.48 But death was not yet definitive: it is the elder of the two brothers who made it so by rejecting, despite his grief, the ghost’s request to take back his place among the living (Michelson 1, 364–69). Following this example, men have to show firmness in dealing with the dead: the living will explain that the dead have lost nothing in dying, since they will regularly receive tobacco and food offerings; in exchange, in compensation for that death whose reality they remind the living of, and for the sorrow they cause them by their decease, the dead are expected to guarantee the living a long life, clothing, and things to eat: “It is the dead who make food increase,” the native informant explains. “They [the Indians] must coax them that way” (Michelson 1, 369, 407).

      Now, the adoption rituals, which are indispensable for convincing the soul of the deceased to move definitively into the beyond, where it will assume its role as a protecting spirit, are normally accompanied by competitive sports, games of skill or chance, between two sides constituted in conformity with an ad hoc division into two moieties—Tokan on one side, Kicko on the other—and it is expressly stated, on numerous occasions, that the game opposes the living and the dead, as though, before being definitively rid of him, the living offered the deceased the consolation of one final match. But this foundational asymmetry between the two sides automatically results in an outcome that is determined in advance:

      
        This is how it is when they play ball. When the man for whom the adoption-feast is held is a Tokana, the Tokanagi win the game. The Kickoagi cannot win. And if it is a Kicko woman for whom the adoption feast is given, the Kickoagi win, as in turn the Tokanagi do not win. (Michelson 1, 385)

      

      And, indeed, what is the reality? In the great biological and social game that is perpetually being played out between the living and the dead, it is clear that the only winners are the living. But—and all of North American mythology is there to confirm it—in a symbolic manner (which innumerable myths depict as real), winning the game is “killing” the opponent. Always prescribing victory for the side of the dead means that they are given the illusion that they are the ones who are truly alive, and that their opponents are dead because they have “killed” them. Under the guise of playing a game with the dead, one plays them false, and binds them. The formal structure of what, at first sight, might appear as a sporting competition is in every respect similar to that of a pure ritual, such as the Mitawit or Midewiwin of the same Algonquian populations, in which neophytes get themselves symbolically killed by the dead whose role is played by the initiated, in order to acquire a supplement of real life at the price of a simulated death. In both cases, death is taken on, but only so that the dead can be taken in.49

      Games thus appear as disjunctive: they conclude with the creation of a distinctive difference50 between individual players, or sides, whom nothing at the beginning designated as unequal. Nevertheless, at game’s end they will be distinguished as winners and losers. In both a symmetrical and an inverse way, ritual is conjunctive, since it institutes a union (here we might say a communion) or, in any event, an organic relationship between two groups who were dissociated at the start (who ultimately merge into the role of the officiant, for one group, and into the collectivity of the faithful, for the other). In the case of a game, then, symmetry is the precondition; and it is structural, since it is based on the principle that the rules are the same for both sides. Asymmetry, for its part, is produced; it flows inevitably from the contingency of events, whether of intention, luck, or skill. In the case of ritual, it is the inverse: a preconceived and postulated asymmetry is posited between profane and sacred, believers and officiant, the dead and the living, initiates and noninitiates, and so forth, and the “game” consists of making all the participants end up on the winning side, by means of events whose nature and arrangement are truly structural in character. Like science (although here, too, either on the plane of speculation or on that of practice), the game produces events on the basis of a structure: we understand, then, why competitive games prosper in our industrial societies, while rituals and myths, in the same way as bricolage (which these same industrial societies no longer welcome except as a hobby or pastime), decompose and recompose sets of events (on the psychic, sociohistorical, or technical plane), and use them as so many indestructible pieces for structural arrangements, alternatively playing the role of ends and of means.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Two

        THE LOGIC OF TOTEMIC CLASSIFICATIONS

      
      There is, no doubt, something paradoxical in the idea of a logic the terms of which are made up of odds and ends, vestiges of psychological or historical processes, and, as such, devoid of necessity. The term “logic,” certainly, means the establishment of necessary relations; but how could such relations be established among terms that are in no way destined to fulfill this function? Propositions cannot follow rigorously unless their terms have been unequivocally defined beforehand. In the preceding pages, have we not taken on the impossible task of discovering the conditions of an a posteriori necessity?1

      But, in the first place, these odds and ends are such only from the point of view of the history that produced them, and not from that of the logic they serve. It is only with respect to content that they can be called heterogeneous; for as far as form is concerned, there exists an analogy among them that the example of bricolage allowed us to define: this analogy consists of the incorporation, into their very form, of a certain dose of content that is approximately equal for all. The signifying images of myth, the bricoleur’s materials, are elements that can be defined in terms of a twofold criterion: they have served, like the words of a discourse that is “dismantled” in mythical reflection, in the same way as the bricoleur tends to the cogwheels of an old alarm clock that he has taken apart; and they can still serve the same use, or a different use insofar as they have been diverted from their initial function.

      Second, neither the images of the myth nor the bricoleur’s materials are products of pure and simple “becoming.” The rigor they seem to lack when we observe them at the moment of their new use is something they had possessed in former days, when they were part of other coherent sets. What is more, they still possess it to the extent that they are not raw material, but already-worked-upon products: terms in language or, in the case of bricolage, terms of a technological system, and so condensed expressions of necessary relations the constraints of which will continue to echo, in different ways, at every stage of their use. Their necessity is not simple and univocal, yet it exists in the shape of the invariance, of a semantic or aesthetic order, that characterizes the group of transformations in which they participate and which, as we have seen, are not unlimited.

      This logic operates rather like a kaleidoscope:2 another instrument that contains odds and ends that serve to realize structural arrangements. The fragments come out of a process of breakage and destruction, in itself contingent, but with the requirement that its products present certain homologies among themselves: in size, brightness of coloring, and transparency. Their being is no longer that of parts of manufactured objects that once spoke a “discourse” of which they have become the indefinable debris; but, in another respect, they must have enough to participate usefully in the formation of a being of a new type. This being consists of arrangements in which, through the play of mirrors, reflections are the equivalent of objects, which is to say, in which signs accede to the rank of signified things; these arrangements actualize possibilities whose number, even if very high, is still not unlimited, since it is a function of the dispositions and balances that can be realized among bodies whose number is itself finite. Finally, and above all, these arrangements, generated by the encounter between contingent events (the rotation of the instrument by the person looking through it) and a law (that governing the kaleidoscope’s construction, which corresponds to the invariant elements of the constraints we have been considering), project models of intelligibility that are, as it were, provisional, since each arrangement can be expressed in the form of rigorous relations among its parts, and these relations have no content other than the arrangement itself, for which there is no corresponding object in the observer’s experience (even if it can happen that, from this angle, certain objective structures come to be revealed before their empirical support, as in the case of the structures of snow crystals or certain kinds of radiolaria and diatoms, to the observer who has not yet seen these).

      

      * * *

      We can thus conceive that a concrete logic of this kind may be possible. It remains, at this point, to define its characteristics and the way these are manifested in the course of ethnographic observation. Ethnography grasps them in two aspects, one affective, the other intellectual.

      Beings whom indigenous thought endows with meaning are perceived as having a certain kinship with man. The Ojibwa believe in a universe of supernatural beings:

      
        Yet to call these beings supernatural slightly misinterprets the Indians’ conception. They are a part of the natural order of the universe no less than man himself, whom they resemble in the possession of intelligence and emotions. Like man, too, they are male or female, and in some cases at least may even have families of their own. Some are tied down to definite localities, some move from place to place at will; some are friendly to Indians, others hostile. (Jenness 2, 29)

      

      Other observations make it clear that this feeling of identification is deeper than the notion of differences:

      
        A Hawaiian’s oneness with the living aspect of native phenomena, that is, with spirit and God and with other persons as souls, is not correctly described by the word rapport, and certainly not by such words as sympathy, empathy, abnormal, supernormal or neurotic, mystical or magical. It is not “extra-sensory,” for it is partly of-the-senses and not-of-the-senses. It is just a part of natural consciousness for the normal Hawaiian. (Handy and Pukui, 117)

      

      The natives themselves occasionally have an acute feeling for the “concrete” nature of their knowledge, and they oppose it vigorously to that of whites:

      
        We know what the animals do, what are the needs of the beaver, the bear, the salmon, and other creatures, because long ago men married them and acquired this knowledge from their animal wives. Today the priests say we lie, but we know better. The white man has been only a short time in this country and knows very little about the animals; we have lived here thousands of years and were taught long ago by the animals themselves. The white man writes everything down in a book so that it will not be forgotten; but our ancestors married the animals, learned all their ways, and passed on the knowledge from one generation to another. (Jenness 3, 540)

      

      This way of knowing—disinterested and attentive, affectionate and tender, acquired and transmitted in a conjugal and filial atmosphere—is described here with such a noble simplicity that it seems superfluous to evoke the bizarre hypotheses on this subject inspired in philosophers by an excessively theoretical view of the development of human knowledge. Nothing here calls for the intervention of an alleged “principle of participation,”3 nor even of a metaphysics-saturated mysticism that we can now perceive only through the deforming lens of established religions.

      The practical conditions of this concrete knowledge, its means and methods, the affective values with which it is imbued, are all to be found and can be observed quite close to us, in those of our contemporaries whose tastes and craft place them, in relation to animals, in a situation that, mutatis mutandis, is as close as our civilization tolerates to that which was habitual among all hunting peoples: to wit, circus folk and zoo employees. Nothing could be more instructive in this respect, after the native testimony I have just quoted, than the account by the director of the Zürich zoo of his first tête-à-tête—if the phrase be permitted—with a dolphin. Noting “its exaggerated human eyes, its strange breathing hole, the torpedo shape and color of its body, the completely smooth and waxy texture of its skin and not least its four impressive rows of equally sharp teeth in its beak-like mouth,” the author describes his own emotion as follows:

      
        Flippy was no fish, and when he looked at you with twinkling eyes from a distance of less than two feet, you had to stifle the question of whether it was in fact an animal. So new, strange and extremely weird was this creature, that one was tempted to consider it as some kind of bewitched being. But the zoologist’s brain kept on associating it with the cold fact, painful in this connection, that it was known to science by the dull name, Tursiops truncatus. (Hediger, 138)

      

      Such remarks, from the pen of a scientist, would suffice to show, should there be any need to do so, that theoretical knowing is not incompatible with feeling, that understanding can be at once objective and subjective, and ultimately that sometimes the concrete relations between man and living beings color the entire universe of scientific knowledge with their affective nuances (themselves an emanation of that primal identification in which Rousseau penetratingly observed the solidary condition of all thought and every society),4 above all in civilizations in which science is thought to be integrally “natural.” But if taxonomy and tender friendship can get on so well together in the consciousness of the zoologist, there is no need to invoke special principles to explain the conjunction of these two attitudes in the thought of allegedly primitive peoples.

      

      * * *

      Following Griaule, Dieterlen and Zahan have established the extent and systematic character of native classification in the Sudan.5 The Dogon divide the plant realm into twenty-two principal families, some of which are subdivided into eleven subgroups. The twenty-two families, enumerated in a consistent order, are divided into two series, composed in one case of families of odd numbers, and in the other of those of even numbers. In the first, which symbolizes single births, supposedly male and female plants are associated with the rainy season and the dry season respectively; in the second, which symbolizes twin births, the same relation exists, but in an inverted form. Each family is also divided into one of three categories: tree, bush, and grass.1f Finally, each family corresponds to a body part, a technique, a social class, an institution (Dieterlen 1, 2).

      Facts of this kind came as a surprise when they were first reported from Africa. And yet closely analogous forms of classification had been described long before in America, and it was these that inspired the famous essay by Durkheim and Mauss.6 While referring the reader to that work, let us add several examples to those that are already assembled there.

      The Navajo Indians, who call themselves “great categorists” (Wyman and Harris, 9), divide living beings into two categories, depending on whether or not they are endowed with speech. “Nonspeakers” include animals and plants. Animals are divided into three groups: “trotting,” “flying,” and “crawling”; each group is in turn crosscut by a double division: on the one hand, that between “Travelers on the Earth Surface” and “Travelers in Water,” and, on the other, that between “day travelers” and “night travelers.”7 The division of “species” obtained by this method is not always the same as in zoology. It thus happens that birds grouped in pairs on the basis of a male/female opposition in fact belong to the same sex, but to different genera (Reichard 1, 9); for the association is based, on the one hand, on their relative size, and, on the other, on their place in the classification of colors and the function assigned them in magic and ritual2f (Reichard 1, 2). But the indigenous taxonomy is often sufficiently precise and free of ambiguity as to permit certain identifications; thus, the one made only a few years ago of the “Big Fly,” mentioned in myths, with a tachnid, Hystericia pollinosa (Reichard 2, 390).

      Plants are named according to three characteristics: the supposed sex, medicinal properties, and visual or tactile traits (prickly, sticky, and so on). A second tripartition according to size (large, medium, small) crosscuts the preceding characteristics. This taxonomy is homogeneous throughout the reserve of some 7 million hectares, despite the dispersion of its 60,000 occupants across so vast a territory (Reichard, Wyman and Harris, Vestal, Elmore).

      Each animal or plant is in correspondence with a natural element, itself variable depending on rituals that are, as we know, extremely complex among the Navajo. Thus, in the “Flintway” chant, the following correspondences are found: crane–sky; “red bird”–sun; eagle–mountain; hawk–rocks; “bluebird”–tree; hummingbird–plant; “cornbeetle”–earth; heron–water (Haile, 173–74).

      Like the Zuni, who were of particular interest to Durkheim and Mauss, the Hopi classify beings and natural phenomena by means of a vast system of correspondences. By assembling information scattered among various authors, we obtain the table on the following page, which, without any doubt, is no more than a modest fragment of a total system from which numerous elements are missing.

      Such correspondences are also recognized by populations whose social structure is much looser than that of the Pueblo: for each species of salmon, the Eskimo sculptor uses the wood whose color most resembles that of its flesh: “All woods, they say, are salmon” (Rasmussen, 198).

      I have limited myself to a few examples among others, which would be still more numerous if prejudices assuming “primitive” simplicity and crudeness had not, in many cases, diverted ethnologists from informing themselves about conscious, complex, and coherent classification systems whose existence seemed to them to be incompatible with a very low level of economy and technology, from which they concluded all too hastily that they were dealing with an equivalent level of intellect. We are only beginning to suspect that older observations made by investigators who were as rare as they were perspicacious—such as Cushing8—are not exceptional, but denote forms of knowing and reflection that are extremely widespread in what are called primitive societies. Because of this, the traditional image that we have formed of the primitive must change. The “savage” has probably never and nowhere been that being barely emergent from his animal condition, still in the grip of his needs and instincts, that it has all too often been the fashion to imagine,9 any more than a consciousness dominated by emotions and drowning in confusion and participation. The examples I have cited, and others that could have been added, bear witness to a way of thinking at ease with all the exercises of speculation, close to that of the naturalists and hermeticists of Antiquity and the Middle Ages: Galen, Pliny, Hermes Trismegistus, Albertus Magnus . . . From this point of view, “totemic” classifications are probably less distant than it seems from the plant-based emblematic systems of the Greeks and Romans, expressed in wreaths of olive, oak, laurel, wild celery, and so on; or to that still practiced by the medieval Church, in which, depending on the feast day, the choir was strewn with hay, rushes, ivy, or sand.

      
        [image: ]

      
      Astrological herbals distinguished seven planetary plants, twelve herbs linked to signs of the zodiac, thirty-six plants attributed to decans and horoscopes. To be effective, the plant for a given planet had to be gathered on a certain day and at a certain time, which were specified for each: Sunday for hazel and olive; Monday for rue, clover, peonies, and chicory; Tuesday for vervain; Wednesday for periwinkle; Thursday for vervain, periwinkle, peonies, laburnum, and cinquefoil if these are intended for medicinal use; Friday for chicory, mandrake, and vervain for use in spells; Saturday for crosswort and plantain (Delatte, 60–64). In Theophrastus we even find a system of correspondences between plants and birds, in which peonies are associated with the woodpecker, centaury with the sparrowhawk and falcon, and black hellebore with the eagle (Delatte, 91).

      All of this, which we are perfectly willing to attribute to a natural philosophy long elaborated by specialists who were themselves heir to a millennial tradition, is to be found, very precisely, in exotic societies. Omaha Indians see one of the principal differences between whites and themselves in the fact that “Indians never pick flowers,” by which they mean: for amusement; indeed, “plants have sacred uses known (only) to the secret owners.” Even soapweed, which anyone could use in the sweathouse to treat toothache, earache, and rheumatism, was gathered as though it were a sacred root:

      
        In the hole from which the root was withdrawn a pinch of tobacco was left. Often a knife or some money was left there also, and the taker of the root uttered a brief prayer, “I have taken what you have given, and I am leaving this here for you. I want to lead a long life and to have no harm strike me or my family.” (Fortune 1, 175)

      

      When a medicine man of eastern Canada gathers roots, leaves, or bark for his medicines, he does not fail to propitiate the soul of each plant by placing a tiny offering of tobacco at its base, believing that without the coooperation of its soul, the plant’s mere “body” can work no cure (Jenness 1, 60).

      The Fulani of the Sudan classify plants in series, each in relation to a day of the week and one of the eight directions:

      
        The plant material . . . must be gathered according to these various classifications . . . The bark, root, leaves, or fruit must be taken on the day of the lunar month to which the plant corresponds, invoking the lâre, the “guardian spirit” of the herds, who is in relation to the sequence of the month, and depending on the position of the sun. Thus in giving his instructions the silatigi will say, for instance: “To do such-and-such a thing, you take the leaf of a climbing thorny plant with no bark, on such-and-such a day, when the sun is in such-and-such a position, facing in such-and-such a direction, invoking such-and-such a lâre.” (Hampaté Ba and Dieterlen, 23)

      

      

      * * *

      Indigenous classifications are not only methodical and based on solidly constructed theoretical knowledge. In some cases they are also comparable, from a formal point of view, with those that continue to be used in zoology and botany.

      The Aymara Indians of the Bolivian plateau, who are descended from the Colla, probably the founders of the great civilization of Tiahuanaco, are skilled experimenters in methods of preserving food products—so much so that during the last war the American army was able to reduce mashed potato rations for a hundred meals to the size of a shoe box by directly imitating their dehydration techniques (La Barre, 103). They were also agronomists and botanists who developed, perhaps to the greatest degree that has ever been done, the cultivation and taxonomy of the genus Solanum,10 whose importance for these Indians can be explained as a result of their living at an altitude of more than 4,000 meters, where corn fails to ripen.

      More than 250 varieties are still distinguished in the indigenous vocabulary, and these were certainly more numerous in the past. The taxonomy operates by means of a descriptive term for the variety, to which is added a modifying adjective for each subvariety. Thus, the imilla, “young girl,” variety is subdivided either by color (black, blue, white, red, blood-red . . .) or by other characteristics, such as grassy, insipid, egg-shaped, and so forth. There exist approximately twenty-two principal varieties subdivided in this way, with, in addition, a general dichotomy distinguishing varieties and subvarieties depending on whether they can be eaten immediately after cooking, or only after being frozen, fermented, and dried. A binomial taxonomy is almost always based on criteria such as shape (flat, thick, in a spiral, in the shape of a cactus leaf, like a clod, like an egg, like a cow’s tongue, and so on), texture (mealy, like chewing gum, slippery, and so forth), or “sex” (girl or boy) (La Barre, 85–88).

      A professional biologist has underlined how many errors and confusions, some corrected only recently, could have been avoided if earlier travelers had trusted native taxonomies instead of improvising new ones from scratch, resulting in the attribution by eleven authors of the same scientific name, Canis azarae, to three distinct genera, eight species, and nine different subspecies, or, conversely, several names being given to the same variety of the same species. In contrast, the Guaraní of Argentina and Paraguay operated methodically, using single, binomial, and trinomial terms. Among felines, for example, they distinguished those of large, small, and intermediate size: the dyagua été is the large feline par excellence, the mbarakadya été, again par excellence, is the small wild cat. The mini (small) among the dyagua (big) correspond to the guasu (big) among the chivi, felines of intermediate size:

      
        In a general way, one can say that Guaraní denominations form a well-conceived system and—cum grano salis—that they offer a certain resemblance with our scientific nomenclature. These primitive Indians did not leave the naming of natural things to chance, but convened tribal councils to fix the terms that best corresponded to the characteristics of species, classifying groups and sub-groups with a great deal of accuracy . . . Preserving the memory of the indigenous terms for the fauna of a country is not only an act of piety and honesty, it is also a scientific duty. (Dennler 234, 244)11

      

      In a large part of the Cape York Peninsula in northern Australia, food is distinguished as being “plant” or “animal” by means of two special morphemes. The Wik Munkan, a tribe living in the valley and estuary of the Archer, on the western coast, refine this division by prefixing the term mai to every name of a plant or the food derived from it, and the term min to every name of an animal, piece of meat, or food of animal origin. In the same way, yukk serves as the prefix for every name of a tree or term designating a stick, piece of wood, or object made from wood; the prefix koi for every kind of fiber and rope; wäkk for grasses, tukk for snakes, kämpän and wank for baskets, depending on whether they are woven of grass or string. Finally, the same type of nominal construction with the prefix ark distinguishes among kinds of landscape and their association with one type or another of flora or fauna: ark tomp, beach; ark tomp nintän, dune country fringeing beaches; ark pint’l, arid coastal plain with brackish water, and so on:

      
        The natives are acutely aware of the characteristic trees, underscrub and grasses of each distinct “association area,” using this term in its ecological sense. They are able to list in detail and without any hesitation, the characteristic trees in each, and also to record the string (koi), resin, grasses (wäkk), and other products used in material culture, which they obtain from each association, as well as the mammals and birds characteristic of each habitat. Indeed, so detailed and accurate is their knowledge of these areas that they note the gradual changes in marginal areas as one association merges into another . . .

        My informants were able to relate without hesitation the changes in fauna and in food supply in each association in relation to the seasonal changes, which are also well understood by these people.

      

      The native taxonomy allows the following zoological and botanical genera, species, and varieties to be distinguished: mai’ watti’yi (Dioscorea transversa)—mai’ kä’arra (Dioscorea sativa var. rotunda, Bail.)—yukk putta (Eucalyptus papuana)—yukk pont (E. tetrodonta)—tukk pol (Python spilotes)—tukk oingorpän (P. amethystinus)—min pänk (Macropus agilis)—min ko’impia (M. rufus)—min lo’along (M. giganteus), and so on. It is, therefore, not too much to say, as the author of these observations does, that the arrangement of animals and plants, and of the foods and raw materials derived from them, bears some resemblance to a simple Linnaean system (Thomson, 165–67).

      

      * * *

      In the face of so much precision and such minute detail, we begin to regret the fact that every ethnologist is not also a mineralogist, a botanist and zoologist, and even an astronomer . . . For Reichard’s remark concerning the Navajo applies not only to Australians and Sudanese as well, but to all, or almost all, indigenous peoples:

      
        Since the Navajo regard all parts of the universe as essential to well-being, a major problem of religious study is the classification of natural objects, a subject that demands careful taxonomical attention. We need a list, with English, scientific (Latin) and Navajo names of all plants, animals—especially birds, rodents, insects and worms—minerals and rocks, shells and stars. (Reichard 1, 7)

      

      Indeed, every day brings new evidence that in order to interpret myths and rituals correctly, and even to interpret them from a structural point of view (which it would be a mistake to confuse with a simple formal analysis), the precise identification of the plants and animals mentioned, or directly used in the form of fragments or residues, is indispensable. Let us give two examples, one borrowed from botany, the other from zoology.

      In all or almost all of North America, the plant called sage or sagebrush plays a central role in the most diverse rituals, either on its own or in association with and opposed to other plants: Solidago (goldenrod), Chrysothamnus (rabbitbrush), Gutierrezia (snakeweed). This all remains anecdotal and arbitrary so long as one has not gone into the precise nature of American “sagebrush,” which, unlike Old World sage, is a member not of the mint (Lamiaciae), but of the daisy and sunflower family (Asteraceae). In fact, the vernacular term covers several varieties of Artemisia (moreover meticulously distinguished by native nomenclatures and assigned to different ritual functions). This identification, completed by an investigation of popular pharmacopoeia, shows that in North America, as in the Old World, the Artemisia are plants with feminine, lunar, and nocturnal connotations, used principally for the treatment of dysmenorrhea and difficulties in childbirth.3f Parallel research on the group of associated plants mentioned above shows that these species are either synomymous, or assimilated to each other by indigenous thought because of their yellow flowers and their use as dyes and for medicinal purposes (in dealing with disturbances of the urinary tract, which is to say, the male genital apparatus). We thus have a set that is the symmetrical inverse of Artemisia, with male, solar, and diurnal connotations. This shows first of all that its sacred character is a quality of the signifying pair, rather than of each plant or kind of plant considered in isolation. Moreover, this system, which emerges explicitly from the analysis of certain rituals, such as Hidatsa eagle hunting (but only thanks to the exceptional perspicacity of the observer, G. L. Wilson, 150–51), can be generalized to other cases where it is not made explicit: among the Hopi Indians, for instance, the making of “prayer sticks,” through adding sprigs of Gutierrezia euthamiae and Artemisia frigida to the feathers that are its main component; as well as, for the same Indians, the marking of the cardinal points by different associations of Artemisia and Chrysothamnus (compare, for example, Dorsey and Voth, passim; Voth 1, 75f; Voth 4, 130).
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        FIGURE 2.1 Artemisia frigida. From C. Ledebour, Icones plantarum (London and Paris, 1834). Library of the Muséum National d’Histoire Naturelle, Paris.

      
      We can thus glimpse a way of raising—and sometimes even solving—a number of different problems that have been neglected up until now, such as that of the Navajo dichotomy of the “feminine” pole into Chrysothamnus (which is nonetheless male in the principal opposition) and Penstemon, a Scrofulariacea (Vestal), which can be represented in the following diagram.

      
        [image: ]

      
      This reveals the meaning of certain ritual peculiarities shared by a number of populations in spite of geographical distance and differences in language and culture. The outline of a system appears on the scale of the continent. Finally, for the comparatist, the analogy between the positions of Artemisia in the Old and New Worlds opens up a new field of inquiry and reflection, certainly no less important than that of the role reserved in the New World for Solidago virga aurea, that is, a “golden bough.”12

      The second example is related to the rituals mentioned in an earlier paragraph: those of eagle hunting among the Hidatsa, who, like many other American peoples, attribute an eminently sacred nature to this occupation. Now, according to the Hidatsa, eagle hunting was taught to men by the supernatural animals who first invented its technique and procedures, and whom the myths designate rather vaguely as “bears.”

      Informants seem to hesitate between the little black bear and the wolverine or carcajou (Gulo luscus). While aware of this problem, Hidatsa specialists (Wilson, Densmore, Bowers, Beckwith) did not attach great importance to it; after all, what was at stake were mythical animals whose identification might be regarded as unhelpful, or even impossible. And yet the ritual’s entire interpretation depends on this identification. With relation to eagle hunting, there is nothing to be gained from bears; for the carcajou—a Canadian adaptation of an Indian word meaning “bad character”—things are different, since it occupies a very distinctive place in folklore: a trickster animal in the mythology of the northeastern Algonquians, the wolverine is hated and feared by the Hudson Bay Eskimos and by the western Athapaskan and coastal tribes of Alaska and British Columbia. Putting together information relating to all these peoples, we get the same explanation as that which one contemporary geographer gathered independently from the mouths of trappers: “The wolverine is about the only member of the weasel family that cannot be caught in a trap. He enjoys stealing not only the trapped animals, but even the hunters’ traps. The only way to get rid of him is by shooting him” (Brouillette, 155). Now, the Hidatsa hunt eagles by hiding in pits: the eagle is attracted by a piece of bait placed over the pit, and when the bird comes down to take it, the hunter seizes the eagle with his bare hands. This technique is thus paradoxical in character: the man is the trap, but to fulfill this role he must go down into a pit, that is, assume the position of the animal caught in a trap; he is at once hunter and prey. Of all animals, the wolverine is the only one that is able to surmount this contradictory situation: not only is it completely without fear of the traps that are set for it, but it competes with the trapper by stealing his capture, and on occasion even his traps.13
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        FIGURE 2.2 Solidago virga aurea. From Bulletin of the Torrey Botanical Club, Lancaster, PA (May 1893), vol. 20, no. 5, plate CLIII. Library of the Muséum National d’Histoire Naturelle, Paris.

      
      If this beginning of an interpretation is correct, it follows that for the Hidatsa the ritual importance of the eagle hunt is at least partly a function of the use of pits, that is, the hunter’s adoption of a singularly low position (in the literal sense, but also, as we have just seen, in the figurative sense) to capture a prey in the highest position, objectively speaking (the eagle flies high), and also from the mythical point of view (in which the eagle is placed at the summit of the hierarchy of birds).

      The analysis of the ritual confirms, in all its details, this hypothesis of a dualism involving a celestial prey and a chthonian hunter, which also evokes the strongest conceivable opposition between high and low in the domain of hunting. The extraordinary complexity of the rites that precede, accompany, and conclude the eagle hunt is thus the counterpart of the exceptional position it occupies within a mythic typology, which makes it the concrete expression of a maximal distance between the hunter and his game.

      At the same time, certain obscure points of the ritual become clear, notably the implications and meaning of myths that are told during hunting expeditions. These myths feature culture heroes who can transform themselves into arrows, and who are masters of hunting with the bow: doubly unfit, for this reason, to play the role of bait in the eagle hunt, in their animal appearance as wildcat and raccoon. For hunting with the bow involves the region of space immediately above the ground, the atmospheric or middle sky. Here, hunter and game are conjoined in an intermediate space, whereas eagle hunting disjoins them by assigning them opposed spatial situations: the hunter underground, the game close to the empyrean heaven.
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        FIGURE 2.3 Wolverine (Gulo luscus). Plate from J. J. Audubon and Rev. J. Bachman, The Viviparous Quadrupeds of North America (New York, 1845). Library of the Muséum National d’Histoire Naturelle, Paris. Photo: Huillard.

      
      Another singular aspect of the eagle hunt is that women exercise a beneficial influence on it during their menstrual periods, contrary to beliefs that are practically universal among hunting peoples, including the Hidatsa themselves for any hunt other than that of eagles. This detail, too, is explained in light of what has just been said, if we take into account the fact that in eagle hunting, conceived as the reduction of a maximal distance between hunter and game, the mediation is effected, on the technical plane, through the intermediary of the bait, a piece of meat or a small piece of game, that is, a bloodstained carcass destined to rapid decay. A first hunt (which procures the bait) is the condition for a second hunt; one of these is bloody (by means of bow and arrows), the other nonbloody (the eagles are strangled without shedding blood); one, which consists of a close conjunction of hunter and game, furnishes the mediating term of a conjunction so distant that it appears initially as a disjunction that is insurmountable, except, precisely, by blood.

      In this kind of system, a woman’s period takes on a threefold positive value. From a strictly formal point of view, one hunt being the inverse of the other, the role attributed to menstruation is also inverted: harmful in one case (through an excess of similarity), it becomes beneficial in the other (in which its metaphorical sense is duplicated by a metonymical one, since, on the one hand, it evokes the bait as blood and organic decay, while, on the other, the bait is one part of the system). From a technical point of view, the bloody carcass, soon to be carrion, contiguous to the living hunter for hours or even days, is the means of the capture, and it is significant that the same native term designates the embrace of lovers and the embrace of the bait by the bird. Finally, on the semantic plane, defilement, at least in the thought of the North American Indians, consists in too close a conjunction between two terms that were both meant to remain in a “pure” state. If, in the hunt at close quarters, a woman’s period always risks introducing an excess of conjunction, bringing on, through redundancy, a saturation of the original relationship and neutralizing its dynamic virtue, in the hunt at a distance it is the inverse: the conjunction is deficient and the only means for making up for its weakness consists in allowing defilement into it, something that will appear as periodicity on the axis of successions and decay on the axis of simultaneities.14

      Since these axes correspond respectively to a mythology of agriculture and a mythology of the hunt, this interpretation gives us access to a global reference system that allows us to perceive homologies among themes whose developments show no relationship at first sight. Now, this result is of great importance in the case of the eagle hunt because it exists, in various (but always strongly ritualized) forms, over almost the entire expanse of the American continent, and among peoples of different cultures, some hunters, others agriculturalists. The modest but positive function ascribed to defilement among the Hidatsa, the Mandan, and the Pawnee (with, moreover, variants that can be interpreted in relation to the social organization of each tribe), can as a result be treated as a particular case of a greater ensemble, another case of which is illustrated by the Pueblo myth of the man betrothed to an eagle-girl, a myth linked by the Pueblo to another: that of the corpse-girl or ghost-wife.15 In these, defilement possesses a function that is strong (corpse-wife, in place of the menstruating woman), but negative (leading to the hunter’s death instead of his success), because, according to the Pueblo Indians (and as the myths explain), the hunter must not shed the blood of rabbits, which constitute the object par excellence of the ritual hunt, whereas, for the Hidatsa, rabbits’ blood must be shed so that they can serve as the means for the ritual hunt par excellence: the hunt for eagles, whose blood must not be shed. The Pueblos, for their part, capture eagles, raise them, but do not kill them, and some groups even abstain completely from keeping the birds, for fear of forgetting to feed them and allowing them to die of hunger.

      To return briefly to the Hidatsa, other problems arise involving the wolverine’s mythical role in this region, which lies on the edge of the major area of this animal’s diffusion, farther to the north.4f I raise this point to emphasize that historical and geographic problems, not to mention scientific and structural ones, are all connected to the exact identification of an animal that fills a mythical function: Gulo luscus. This identification has a profound impact on the interpretation of myths from as far away from the wolverine’s habitat as the Pueblo, or even, at the heart of tropical America, the Sherente of central Brazil, who also possess the myth of the ghost-wife. But I am not suggesting that in spite of considerable distances all of these myths were borrowed from a northern culture: the question arises only for the Hidatsa, since the wolverine figures explicitly in their myths. For the other cases, I will only note that analogous logical structures can be constructed by means of different lexical resources. It is not the elements that are constant, but only the relations.

      

      * * *

      This last remark leads to the examination of another difficulty. It is not enough to identify with precision every animal, every plant, stone, celestial body, or natural phenomenon evoked in myths and ritual—multiple tasks for which the ethnographer is rarely prepared—we must also know what role each culture ascribes to these within a system of meanings. To be sure, it is useful to illustrate the richness and refinement of native observation and to describe its methods: prolonged and persistent attention, the assiduous exercise of all the senses, an ingeniousness that is not put off by the methodical analysis of animals’ droppings in order to know their eating habits, and so on. Of all these minute details, patiently accumulated over the centuries and faithfully transmitted from one generation to the next, only some are retained to assign an animal or plant a signifying function in a system. But we have to know which ones, since, from one society to another and for the same species, these relations are not constant.

      The Iban or Sea Dayak of southern Borneo derive omens by interpreting the song and flight of a number of bird species. The rapid cry of the crested jay (Platylophus galericulatus Cuvier) is said to resemble the crackling of burning tinder and so augurs favorably for the firing of swiddens; the alarm cry of a trogon (Harpactes diardi Temminck), which suggests the death-rattle of a slaughtered animal, foretells a good hunt, while the alarm cry of a Sasia abnormalis Temminck is supposed to remove the spirits that haunt the swiddens as if scraping them off, because it sounds like something being scraped by a knife. Another trogon (Harpactes duvauceli Temminck) foretells by its “laughter” the success of trading expeditions and by its brilliant red breast evokes the renown gained in victorious wars and distant voyages (Freeman, 152).

      It is clear that the same details might have been given different meanings, and that other traits characteristic of the same birds might have been preferred to these. The system of divination selects only a few distinctive traits, gives them an arbitrary meaning, and restricts itself to seven birds the choice of which is puzzling because of their apparent insignificance. But arbitrary though it be at the level of terms, the system becomes coherent when envisaged in its totality: it retains only birds whose behavior can easily be endowed with anthropomorphic symbolism, and which are easy to distinguish from each other by means of traits that can be combined to form more complex messages (Freeman, 165). And yet, given the richness and diversity of the raw material—only a few elements of which, among so many possibilities, are put to work by the system—there can be no doubt that a considerable number of systems of the same type might have offered an equal degree of coherence, and that no one of them was predestined to be chosen by all societies and all civilizations. Terms never have an intrinsic meaning; their meaning is “positional,” a function of history and cultural context, on the one hand, and, on the other, of the structure of the system in which they are called on to figure.

      This selective attitude is already evident on the level of vocabulary. In Navajo, the wild turkey is “the one that pecks,” while the woodpecker, for its part, is “the one that pounds wood.” Worms, maggots, and insects are grouped under a generic term meaning “swarm, erupt, boil, effervesce.” Insects are thus thought of in their larval state rather than in their chrysalis or adult form. The name of the lark is related to its extended hind claw, while English is more inclined to remark the protuberant feathers on its head (“horned lark”) (Reichard 1, 10–11).

      When he undertook the study of the way in which the Hanunóo of the Philippines classify colors, Conklin was initially disconcerted by apparent confusions and contradictions: these disappeared, however, as soon as the informant was asked to define not isolated samples, but oppositions within contrasting pairs. There was thus a coherent system, but it could not be defined in the terms of our own system, which makes use of two axes: one of saturation and one of hue. All the ambiguities were dispelled when it was understood that the Hanunóo system also involves two axes, but these axes are defined differently. It distinguishes colors, on the one hand, as relatively light and dark, on the other, according to whether they are habitually found in fresh or dried plants; the natives thus connect the glistening brown of a freshly cut section of bamboo with green, while we would connect it with red if required to classify it in terms of the simple opposition between the red and green colors that is found in Hanunóo (Conklin 2).

      In the same way, animals quite close to each other may frequently appear in folklore, even though with different meanings. The woodpecker and birds of the same genus are examples of this. If Australians’ interest is awakened by the tree-creeper, it is, as Radcliffe-Brown (2, 18) has shown, because it lives in holes in trees; but the Indians of the North American prairies attend to an entirely different detail: the red-headed woodpecker is thought to be protected from birds of prey because its remains are never found (Williams). A bit farther south, the Pawnee of the upper Missouri establish a relation (as, it seems, did the ancient Romans) between the woodpecker and tempests and storms (Fletcher 2, 21), while the Osage associate it with the sun and the stars (La Flesche 2, 120–21). But for the Iban of Borneo, whom we have just discussed, a variety of woodpecker (Blythipicus rubiginosus Swainson) receives a symbolic role for its “triumphal” song and the character of solemn warning attributed to its cry. To be sure, we are not dealing with exactly the same birds, but the example helps us to understand how different peoples might make use of the same animal in their symbolism while basing themselves on unrelated features: habitat, associations with weather, cry, and so on; the living animal or the dead animal. Each detail, moreover, can be interpreted in different ways. The Indians of the southwestern United States, who live on agriculture, think of the crow above all as a pillager of gardens, while the Northwest Pacific Coast Indians, who are exclusively fishers and hunters, see the same bird as an eater of carrion, and indeed of excrement. The semantic charge of Corvus is different in the two cases: vegetal in one instance, animal in the other; and rivalry with man when they are similar, or antagonism when their behaviors are mutually inverted.

      The bee is a totemic animal both in Africa and in Australia. But for the Nuer it is a secondary totem associated with the python because the two species have bodies with similar markings. Someone who has the python as a totem thus abstains from killing bees and eating their honey. An association of the same sort exists between the red ant and the cobra, because the latter’s name means literally “the brown one” (Evans-Pritchard 2, 68).

      Infinitely more complex is the semantic position of the bee among the Australian tribes of the Kimberley, whose languages possess nominal classes. Thus, the Ngarinyin recognize three successive dichotomies: first, a division of things and beings into animate or inanimate; then, animate beings into rational and irrational; finally, rational beings into male and female (Capell, 4). In languages with six classes, the class reserved for manufactured objects includes honey as well as canoes, since one is “manufactured” by bees as the others are by men. It is thus understandable that languages that have lost some of their classes come to group together animals and manufactured objects (Capell, 7).

      There are cases in which we can venture plausible hypotheses concerning the logic of classifications, or hypotheses that we know overlap with native interpretations. The Iroquois nations were organized into clans whose number and names varied significantly from one to the other. Yet, without too much difficulty, it is possible to extract a “master plan” based on a fundamental tripartite division into water clans (turtle, beaver, eel, snipe, heron), earth clans (wolf, deer, bear), and air clans (sparrowhawk, ball); but even so, an arbitrary decision must be made in the case of waterbirds, which, as birds, could belong to the air rather than the water, and it is not certain that even an investigation of economic life, techniques, mythic representations, and ritual practices would provide a rich enough ethnographic context to reach a decision.

      The ethnographies of the central Algonquian peoples and their Winnebago neighbors suggest a classification into five categories, corresponding respectively to earth, water, the underwater world, air, and the empyrean heaven.5f The difficulties begin when we want to assign a place to each clan. The Menomini numbered about fifty clans, which we would be tempted to divide into quadrupeds of the dry land (wolf, dog, deer), quadrupeds dwelling in wetlands (moose, elk, marten, beaver, fisher), “terrestrial” birds (eagle, sparrowhawk, raven, crow), waterbirds (crane, heron, duck, coot), finally underground animals (Hoffman, 41–42). But this last category is particularly refractory, since many of the animals to be classified (bear, mud-turtle, porcupine) might also be placed elsewhere. The difficulties would be still greater for all the remaining terms.

      Australia offers problems of the same type. After Frazer, Durkheim and Mauss (60–62) considered the overall classification systems of tribes such as the Wotjobaluk, who bury their dead in a direction specific to each clan (see diagram).16 Beyond the fact that the information is undoubtedly fragmentary, we cannot help but note the outlines of an organization that, moreover, appears as such only to the observer, given that the ethnographic context—which would be required for its interpretation—is almost entirely absent: the white cockatoo, which is “diurnal,” is next to the sun, and the black cockatoo, which is almost diametrically opposite it, is itself next to tubers, “chthonian” plants, even as it lies on the same axis as the cavern, which is also “chthonian.” Snakes are on one axis, while “marine” beings—pelican, sea, warm wind—also seem to be grouped by axes. But is this wind from the land or the sea? This we do not know, and as happens so often, the solution to an ethnographic problem is to be found in the hands of the geographer and meteorologist, when it is not in those of the botanist, zoologist, or geologist . . .
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      The truth is that the principle of a classification is never given in advance: only ethnographic research, that is, experience, can derive it a posteriori.6f The example of the Osage, who are southern Siouans, is revealing because their classifications offer a systematic character, at least in appearance. The Osage divide beings and things into three categories, respectively associated with sky (sun, star, crane, celestial body, night, the constellation of the Pleiades, and so on), water (mussel, turtle, Typha latifolia [a rush], fog, fish, and so on), and land (bear, both black and white, puma, porcupine, deer, eagle, and so on). The eagle’s position would be incomprehensible if we did not know the itinerary of Osage thought, which associates the eagle with lightning, lightning with fire, fire with charcoal, and charcoal with the earth: it is thus as one of the “masters of charcoal” that the eagle is an “earthly” animal (La Flesche 2, 104–5). Similarly, and without anything suggesting this in advance, the pelican plays a symbolic role because of its long lifespan (85), metal because of its hardness. An animal with no practical utility is often invoked in rituals: the turtle with a serrated tail. Its importance would be forever unintelligible if we did not know from other sources that for the Osage the number thirteen possesses a mystical value. The rising sun spreads thirteen rays, which divide into a group of six and a group of seven, corresponding respectively to the left and the right, earth and sky, summer and winter (119). Now, the indentations on the tail of this species of turtle are said to number either six or seven, depending on the turtle; the animal’s breast then represents the celestial vault, and the gray line that crosses it represents the Milky Way (92–93). It would be no less difficult to predict the pansymbolic function accorded to the elk, whose body is a veritable imago mundi: the hair on its body represents the grass, its buttocks the hills, its flanks the plains, its backbone the ridge of the earth, the curve of its neck the gaps in the earth’s ridges, its antlers the entire network of rivers and creeks . . . (114–15 and passim).

      Some Osage interpretations can therefore be reconstituted; the reason for this is that we have at our disposal a vast amount of documentation gathered by La Flesche, himself the son of an Omaha chief and particularly respectful of all the byways of native thought. But the difficulties are insurmountable in the case of a tribe that is virtually extinct, such as the Creek, who were formerly divided into more than fifty totemic matrilineal clans, named primarily after animals, but also after some plants, and meteorological (dew, wind), geological (salt), or anatomical (pubic hair) phenomena. These clans were grouped into phratries, and villages were also divided into two groups, perhaps corresponding to land animals and air animals, even if this does not appear from their designation as “speakers of a different language” and “whites” (Swanton 1, 113), or as “reds” and “whites.” But why are the totems divided into “uncles” and “nephews” (just as the Hopi distinguish totems into “mother’s brothers,” on the one hand, and “father,” “mother,” or “grandmother,” on the other);7f why, above all, given this division, is it sometimes the less “important” animal that occupies the major position, the wolf being, for instance, the bear’s “uncle,” and the wildcat that of the large feline called a “panther” in the southern United States (145)? Why is the alligator clan associated with that of the turkey (unless, as could be the case, because both lay eggs) and that of the raccoon with the clan of the potato? In the thinking of the Creek the side of the “whites” is that of peace, but the investigator is given explanations that are maddeningly vague: the wind (the name of a “white” clan) brings fair weather, that is, “peaceful” weather; the bear and the wolf are animals that always pay attention, and so are inclined toward peaceful activity, and so on (118–19).

      The difficulties illustrated by these examples are of two sorts, extrinsic or intrinsic. The former result from our ignorance as to the subject of the—real or imaginary—observations, the facts, or principles, that inspire the classifications. The Tlingit Indians say that the woodworm is “clever and neat,” and that land otters “hate the smell of human excretion” (Laguna, 177, 188). The Hopi believe that owls have a favorable influence on peach trees (Stephen, 78, 91, 109; Dorsey and Voth, 37n.). If such attributes played a role in assigning these animals their place in a classification of beings and things, we might search endlessly for the key, unless chance were to provide these kinds of tiny but precious clues. The Ojibwa Indians of Parry Island possess, among other “totems,” the eagle and the squirrel. Luckily, a native gloss explains that these animals figure as symbols of the trees that they frequent: respectively, the hemlock (Tsuga canadensis) and the cedar (Thuja occidentalis) (Jenness 2, 9). So the Ojibwa’s interest in the squirrel is in fact an interest bearing on a tree; it is unrelated to that which the Asmat of New Guinea, too, lavish on the squirrel, but for different reasons:

      
        Parrots and squirrels are famous fruit eaters . . . and men about to go headhunting feel a relationship to these beings and call themselves their brothers . . . because of the parallelism between the human body and a tree, the human head and its fruit. (Zegwaard, 1034)

      

      The same squirrel is forbidden to pregnant women by the Fang of Gabon for considerations of another order—the animal takes refuge in the cavities of tree trunks, and the future mother who consumed its flesh would run the risk of the fetus imitating the squirrel and refusing to leave the uterus (Tessmann, 185).8f The same reasoning would apply well enough to weasels and badgers, who live in burrows; yet the Hopi Indians follow an inverse line of reasoning: they consider the meat of these animals to facilitate childbirth, because of their skill in digging themselves an escape route through the earth when they are pursued by a hunter; they thus help the child to “come out quickly,” and as a consequence of this they can also be invoked to bring rain (Dorsey and Voth, 34–35n).

      A ritual incantation of the Osage enigmatically associates a flower (Lacinaria pycnostachya), called Blazing Star in English, with a food plant (corn) and a mammal (the bison) (La Flesche 2, 279–80). The reasons for this association would be impossible to understand if a different source did not reveal independently that the Omaha, close relatives of the Osage, hunted bison during the summer, until the Blazing Star was in bloom on the prairie; then they knew that the corn was ripe and returned to the village for the harvest (Fortune 1, 18–19).

      The intrinsic difficulties are of a different kind. They do not come from our ignorance of the objective characteristics used by indigenous thought to establish a linkage between two or several terms, but from the polyvalent nature of logics that draw simultaneously on several formally different types of connection. The Luapula of Northern Rhodesia illustrate this problem well. Their clans, which bear the names of animals, plants, or manufactured objects, are not “totemic” in the usual sense of the term; but, as with the Bemba and the Ambo, joking relations bind them together, two by two, in terms of a logic that, from our perspective, presents the same interest. Indeed, I have shown in an earlier work, and continue to confirm here, that so-called totemism is only a particular case of the general problem of classification, and one example among others of the role frequently attributed to specific terms in elaborating a social classification.

      The following clans are in a joking relationship among the Luapula: Leopard and Goat, because one eats the other; Mushroom and Anthill, because one grows on the other; Mush and Goat, because “men like their meal better with goat flesh”; Elephant and Clay, because in former times, women, instead of fashioning pots, would dig elephant footprints out of the ground and use these natural forms as receptacles; Anthill and Snake or Grass, because grass grows well on an anthill and snakes hide in it; Iron and all the “animal” clans because it kills them. The same sort of reasoning leads to the definition of a hierarchy of clans: Leopard is superior to Goat, Iron to the animals, and Rain to Iron, since rain rusts iron; the Rain Clan is superior to all the others since without rain animals would die of hunger and thirst; it would be impossible to make Mush (the name of a clan) work Clay (the name of a clan), and so on (Cunnison, 62–65).

      The Navajo justify the value of medicinal herbs and their way of using them based on a number of considerations: the plant in question grows near a more important medicinal plant; one of its parts looks like a part of the human body; the plant’s odor (or feel or taste) is “right”; the plant makes water the “right” color; the plant is associated with an animal (as food, or by contact, or in habitat); knowledge of the plant was given by the gods; someone taught people how to use it; it was found near a lightning-struck tree; it cures a specific ailment and so is also good for one with similar effects or in the same part of the body, and so on (Vestal, 58). In the plant names of the Hanunóo, differentiating terms refer to the following domains: leaf shape, color, habitat, size/dimension, sex, habit of growth, plant host, growing time, taste, smell (Conklin 1, 131).

      These examples complete the earlier ones by showing that such logics work on several axes simultaneously. The relations they posit among terms are most often based on contiguity (snake and anthill for the Luapula, as for the Toreya of South India)9f or resemblance (red ant and cobra, similar in “color” according to the Nuer). From this point of view, they cannot be distinguished formally from other taxonomies, not even modern ones, in which contiguity and similarity always play a fundamental role: contiguity for identifying things which “belong both structurally and functionally to . . . a single system,” and resemblance, which does not require participation in a single system and is based solely on the shared possession of one or more characteristics by things that “may be all yellow, or all smooth, or all with wings, or all ten feet high” (Simpson, 3–4).18

      But in the examples we have looked at, other types of relation intervene. The relations can be either sensory (body markings of the bee and the python) or intelligible (the building function as a trait common to the bee and the carpenter): the same animal, the bee, functions, as it were, at different levels of abstraction in two cultures. Equally, the relation can be close or distant, synchronic or diachronic (the relationship between the squirrel and the cedar, on the one hand, and, on the other, that between the potter and the elephant’s footprint), static (Mush and Goat) or dynamic (Iron kills animals, Rain “kills” Iron; the flowering of a plant means that it is time to return to the village), and so on.

      It is probable that the number, nature, and “quality” of these logical axes are not the same in all cultures and that these could be classified as richer or poorer based on the formal properties of the systems of reference they draw on to build their classificatory structures. But even the most modestly endowed in this regard operate with logics that involve several dimensions, the inventory, analysis, and interpretation of which would require a wealth of ethnographic and general information that is too often lacking.

      

      * * *

      Up to this point, I have raised two types of difficulty specific to “totemic” logics. First, we most often do not know exactly what plants or animals we are dealing with; we have seen, indeed, that a vague identification is not sufficient, since indigenous observations are so precise and nuanced that the place assigned to each term in the system is often based on a morphological detail or behavioral trait that can be defined only at the level of the variety or the subvariety. The Dorset Eskimo carved animal effigies on pieces of ivory the size of match heads and did so with such exactitude that when they examine them under the microscope, zoologists distinguish varieties of the same species: for example, between the common loon and the red-throated loon (E. Carpenter, pers. comm., Oct. 26, 1961).

      Second, every species, variety, or subvariety is potentially appropriate for fulfilling a large number of different functions in symbolic systems in which only certain functions are actually assigned to them. The full range of these possibilities is unknown to us, and to determine the choices that have been made, we must refer not only to the full set of ethnographic data, but also to information from other sources: zoological, botanical, geographical, and so on. When the information is sufficient—which is rarely the case—we observe that cultures, even neighboring ones, construct entirely different systems with elements that seem superficially identical or very similar. If the peoples of North America can in some cases consider the sun a “father” and benefactor, in others a cannibal monster lusting for human flesh and blood, what diversity of interpretation might we not expect when it is a question of beings as specific as a subvariety of plant or bird?

      As an example of the recurrence of a very simple structure of opposition, but with inversion of the semantic charge, we can compare the color symbolism of the Luvale of Rhodesia with that found in certain tribes of the northeast of the state of South Australia, in which members of the matrilineal moiety of the deceased paint themselves with red ochre and come close to the corpse, while those of the other moiety paint themselves with white clay and stay at a distance. The Luvale also make use of red and white soils, but for them white clay and meal serve as offerings destined for ancestral spirits; red clay is substituted for them during puberty rites because red is the color of life and procreation (C. M. N. White, 46–47).10f If, therefore, in both cases white corresponds to the “unmarked” situation, red—the chromatic pole of opposition—is associated in one case with death, in the other with life. Still in Australia, in the Forrest River district, the members of the same generation as the deceased paint themselves in white and black, and keep away from the corpse, while those of other generations do not paint themselves and approach the corpse. Consequently, the opposition white/red is replaced, with no change in semantic charge, by an opposition white + black / 0. Instead of the values of white and red being inverted, as in the preceding case, here the value of white (now associated with black, a nonchromatic color) remains constant, and it is the content of the opposite pole that is inverted, making a transition from red, a “supercolor,” to the total absence of color. Finally, another Australian tribe, the Bard, constructs its symbolism by means of the opposition black/red. Black is the color of mourning for generations of even rank (grandfather, Ego, grandson), red for generations of uneven rank (fathers, sons) (Elkin 4, 298–99), which is to say, those to which the subject’s generation is not assimilated. An opposition between two unequally marked terms—death and life among the Luvale, “his” death and “my” death in Australia—is thus expressed by pairs of elements extracted from the same symbolic chain: absence of color, black, white, black + white, red (as the supreme presence of color), and so on.

      Now, the same fundamental opposition is found among the Fox Indians, but transposed from the order of colors to that of sounds: as the burial ceremony progresses, “those burying (the dead) talked to each other. But the others did not say a thing to each other” (Michelson 1, 411). The opposition between speech and muteness, noise and silence, thus corresponds to that between color and absence of color, or between two chromatisms of unequal degree. These observations seem to me to make short shrift of all the theories invoking “archetypes” or a “collective unconscious”; only forms can be common, not contents. If there do exist common contents, the reason is to be sought in considering either the objective properties of certain natural or artificial entities, or the possibility of diffusion and borrowing—that is, in both cases, outside the mind.

      Another difficulty is due to the natural complexity of concrete logics, for which the fact of a linkage is more essential than its specific nature; on the formal plane, if the expression be permitted, these logics make do with whatever is available. It follows from this that given two terms that are presented as being connected, we can never directly predict the formal nature of the connection. As with the terms themselves, the relations between terms must be approached indirectly and, as it were, by a bank shot. Structural linguistics is currently dealing with this difficulty, although on different terrain, because it, too, is based on a qualitative logic: it identifies pairs of oppositions formed by phonemes, but the distinctive trait for each opposition19 remains largely hypothetical; at a preliminary stage, it is difficult to avoid a certain impressionism in defining such traits, and for a long time several different solutions to the same problem seem possible. One of the major difficulties for structural linguistics, and one that it has overcome only imperfectly so far, comes from the fact that the reduction it achieves thanks to the notion of binary opposition must be compensated for by a diversity of kind that is insidiously reconstituted for each opposition: reduced on one plane, the number of dimensions is reestablished on another. It could, however, be the case that rather than a difficulty of method, what we are dealing with here is a limit inherent in the nature of certain intellectual operations, the weakness, as well as the strength, of which would be that they can be logical while still remaining rooted in qualities.

      

      * * *

      We must consider a final type of difficulty separately. This more specifically concerns classifications said to be “totemic” in the broad sense, that is, those that are not only conceptualized, but lived. Whenever social groups are named, the conceptual system formed by these names is, as it were, at the mercy of the whims of a demographic evolution that possesses its own laws, but is contingent in relation to the system of naming. For the system is given in synchrony, while demographic evolution takes place in diachrony; there are thus two determinisms, each functioning on its own and without reference to the other.

      This conflict between synchrony and diachrony also exists on the linguistic plane: it is probable that the structural characteristics of a language will change if the population using it, formerly very numerous, becomes progressively smaller; and it is clear that a language disappears with the men who speak it. Nevertheless, the relationship between synchrony and diachrony is not rigid, first of all because, on the whole, all speaking subjects are interchangeable (a formula that would quickly become false if individual cases were considered), and second, and above all, because the structure of a language is relatively protected by its practical function, which is to assure communication: a language is thus vulnerable to the influence of demographic changes only within certain limits, and so long as its function is not compromised. But the conceptual systems that we are studying here are not (or are only secondarily) means of communicating; they are means of thinking, an activity for which the conditions are far less strict. One makes oneself understood or not; but one thinks more or less well. The order of thought involves degrees, and a means of thinking can degenerate imperceptibly into a means of remembering. This explains why the synchronic structures of so-called totemic systems are extremely vulnerable to the effects of diachrony: a means of remembering operates at lower cost than a means of speculating, which is itself less demanding than a means of communication.

      We can illustrate this point with an imaginary, but quite possible, example. Let us take a tribe formerly divided into three clans, each of which bears the name of an animal that symbolizes a natural element:
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      and suppose that the evolution of the population has led to the extinction of the bear clan and the proliferation of that of the turtle, which, as a consequence, has split into two subclans that have subsequently gained the status of clan. The former structure will disappear completely and give way to a structure of the following type:
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      In the absence of other information, it would be vain to try to discover the initial scheme behind this new structure; it is even possible that any such scheme, whether consciously or unconsciously perceived, has completely disappeared from indigenous thinking, and that after this upheaval the three clan names survive only as traditionally accepted labels, without meaning on the cosmological plane. This outcome is probably quite frequent, and it explains how an underlying system can at times be posited in principle even if it is impossible to reconstitute it in fact. But often things turn out otherwise.

      In one hypothesis, the initial system can survive in the mutilated form of a binary opposition between sky and water. Another solution would result from the fact that there were three terms at the beginning and three terms remain at the end, and yet the original three terms expressed an irreducible tripartition, while the later three are the result of two successive dichotomies, first between sky and sea, then between yellow and gray. Let this opposition of colors receive a symbolic meaning, for example, that of day and night, and we will no longer have one but two binary oppositions: sky/water and day/night, that is, a four-term system.

      We see, then, that demographic evolution can shatter a structure, but that, if the structural orientation resists the shock, at each upheaval it has at its disposal a number of means for reestablishing a system that, if not identical to the earlier one, is at least formally of the same type. And this is not all: for until now we have considered only one dimension of the system, and a system of this kind always has a number of dimensions, which are not equally vulnerable to demographic changes. Let us return to the example with which we began. When our theoretical society was at the stage of three elements, this tripartition did not function only on the plane of clan names: the system was based on creation and origin myths, and it permeated all of ritual. Even if the demographic base collapses, this upheaval does not have immediate repercussions on all planes. The myths and rituals will change, but with a certain delay, and as though bearing a remanence that would, for a time, preserve all or part of their original orientation. This orientation will thus remain indirectly active, through myth and ritual, in keeping the new structural solutions in the approximate line of the earlier structure. Assuming an initial moment (the notion of which is entirely theoretical) in which the set of systems was precisely adjusted, this set will react as a feedback mechanism on any change initially affecting one of its parts: governed (in both senses of the word)20 by its earlier harmony, it will orient the disturbed organ in the direction of an equilibrium that will, at the very least, be a compromise between the former state and the disorder introduced from outside.

      Whether or not corresponding to historical reality, the legendary traditions of the Osage show that indigenous thinking itself was able to envisage interpretations of this sort, based on the hypothesis of a structural regulation of the historical process.21 When the ancestors emerged from the depths of the earth, they were, it is said, divided into two groups, one peaceful, vegetarian, and associated with the left side, the other warlike, carnivorous, and associated with the right. The two groups decided to become allies and to exchange their respective foods. In the course of their wanderings, these groups met another, violent one, which ate only carrion, with which they were able to join. Originally each of the three groups included seven clans, which gave a total of twenty-one. Despite this tripartite symmetry, the system was unbalanced, since the newcomers also belonged to the warlike side, so there were fourteen clans on one side and seven on the other. In order to fix this problem and respect the balance between the side of war and the side of peace, the number of clans of one of the warrior groups was reduced to five and that of the other to two. Since then, Osage encampments, which are circular in shape and open to the east, include seven peace clans that occupy the northern half, to the left of the entrance, and seven war clans occupying the southern half, to the right of the entrance (J. O. Dorsey 1, 379–80; 2, 233). The legend thus invokes a dual process: one, purely structural, which moves from a dualist system to a tripartite system, with a return to the earlier dualism; the other, at once structural and historical, which consists of the annulment of a disturbance of the original structure, resulting from events that are historical, or so conceived: migrations, war, alliances. Now, the social organization of the Osage, as it could be observed in the nineteenth century, in fact integrated the two aspects: although including the same number of clans, the side of peace and the side of war were in disequilibrium, since one was purely “sky,” while the other, also said to be “of the earth,” included two groups of clans respectively associated with dry land and with water. The system was thus simultaneously historical and structural; both binary and ternary; both symmetrical and asymmetrical; both stable and precariously balanced . . .

      When confronted with a difficulty of the same type, our contemporaries react very differently. This can be seen in the disagreement on which a recent colloquium came to its official conclusion:

      
        M. Bertrand de Jouvenel: M. Priouret, would you like to conclude in a few words?

        M. Roger Priouret: It seems to me that we find ourselves, in fact, faced with two diametrically opposed theses.

        Raymond Aron adopts the thesis of André Siegfried. For André Siegfried, there have been two fundamental political attitudes in France. Our country is sometimes Bonapartist and sometimes Orléanist. Bonapartist, which is to say accepting personal power and even wishing for it. Orléanist, which is to say giving representatives the responsibility for the administration of public affairs. In the face of every crisis, a defeat like that of 1871 or a war that drags on like the Algerian conflict, France changes its attitude, that is, it passes from Bonapartism to Orléanism as in 1871, or from Orléanism to Bonapartism as on May 13, 1958.

        Personally, on the contrary, I think that the current change, without being totally independent of these constants of the French political temperament, is related to the upheavals that industrialization has caused society. It is a different historical analogy that comes to my mind. What corresponds to the first industrial revolution is the coup d’état of December 2, 1851, and to the second the coup d’état of May 13, 1958. In other words, an upheaval in the conditions of production and consumption appears to be historically irreconcilable with a parliamentary regime and brings our country to the form of authoritarian power that corrresponds to its temperament, that of personal power. (SEDEIS, 20)22

      

      It is likely that for the Osage these two types of opposition (one synchronic, the other diachronic) would have served as a starting point; instead of expecting to be able to choose between them, the Osage would have admitted them on the same footing, while seeking to elaborate a single scheme that would allow them to integrate the points of view of structure and event.

      Considerations of the same kind could probably explain, in a way that the mind would find fairly satisfying, the curious mix of divergences and homologies characterizing the social structure of the five Iroquois nations and, on a larger historical and geographical scale, the similarities and differences shown by the Algonquian peoples of the eastern United States. In societies with unilineal exogamous clans, the system of clan names is almost always midway between order and disorder, a circumstance that can only be explained, it seems, by the conjoined action of two tendencies: one, demographic in origin, pushing toward disorganization; the other, speculative in inspiration, pushing toward a reorganization as closely as possible in line with the earlier state.23

      This phenomenon stands out clearly from the example of the Pueblo Indians, for whom each village presents a sociological variation around a theme that, I suspect, might be the same for all. In compiling the information on the Hopi, Zuni, Keresan, and Tanoan, Kroeber long ago thought he could demonstrate that “a single, precise scheme pervades the clan organization of all the Pueblos” (Kroeber 1, 140), even if each village offers no more than a partial and distorted illustration of it. This scheme would consist of a structure with twelve pairs of clans: rattlesnake—panther; deer—antelope; squash—crane; cloud—corn; lizard—earth; rabbit—tobacco; Tansy mustard (Stanleya)—Chaparral cock; Kachina (raven—macaw; pine—cottonwood); firewood—coyote; a group of four clans (arrow—sun; eagle—turkey); badger—bear; turquoise—shell or coral (Kroeber 1, 137–40).

      This ingenious attempt to reconstruct a “master plan” was criticized by Eggan24 on the basis of more extensive and less ambiguous information than was at Kroeber’s disposal in 1915–16, the date of his observations. But another serious argument could be opposed to Kroeber’s: how could a master plan have survived the divergent demographic evolution of each village? Restricting ourselves to the information published by Kroeber himself, let us compare the clan distribution at Zuni (1,650 inhabitants in 1915) and in two Hopi villages of First Mesa. Kroeber multiplied the Hopi numbers by five (result: 1,610) to facilitate the comparison shown in the following table.25
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      If we trace the distribution curve of Zuni clans, placing them in declining demographic order, and superimpose the curve for Hopi clans of First Mesa, we observe that the demographic evolution is divergent and that the comparison would not in theory permit the reconstruction of a common plan.
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        FIGURE 2.4 Distribution by clan of the population at Zuni and among the Hopi of First Mesa.

      
      In these conditions, and even admitting that Kroeber’s reconstruction does violence to experience at certain points, it is no less remarkable that so many shared elements and systematic links subsist in different local organizations. This implies a rigor, a tenacity, a fidelity to distinctions and oppositions on the speculative plane for which, on the practical plane, a botanist has collected such convincing proofs:

      
        In Mexico I worked almost exclusively with farmers of European or partly European ancestry. Even those who had strikingly Indian features were mostly Spanish speaking and did not consider themselves Indians. In Guatemala I worked with such people but also with Indians who had retained their old languages and their old cultures. I found, to my surprise, that their cornfields had been more rigidly selected for type than those of their Latin-speaking neighbors. Their fields were quite as true to type as had been prize-winning American cornfields in the great corn-show era when the American farmer was paying exquisite attention to such fancy show points as uniformity. This fact was amazing, considering the great variability of Guatemalan maize as a whole, and the fact that corn crosses so easily. A little pollen blown from one field to another will introduce mongrel germ plasm. Only the most finicky selection of seed ears and the pulling out of plants which are off type could keep a variety pure under such conditions. Yet for Mexico and Guatemala and our own Southwest the evidence is clear: wherever the old Indian cultures have survived most completely the corn is least variable within the variety.

        Much later I grew a collection of corn made among an even more primitive people, the Naga of Assam, whom some ethnologists describe as still living in the Stone Age in so far as their daily life is concerned. Each tribe had several different varieties which were sharply different from one another, yet within the variety there were practically no differences from plant to plant. Furthermore some of the most distinctive of these varieties were grown not only by different families but by different tribes, in different areas. Only a fanatical adherence to an ideal type could have kept these varieties so pure when they were being traded from family to family and from tribe to tribe. It is apparently not true, as has so frequently been stated, that the most primitive people have the most variable varieties. Quite the opposite. It is rather those natives most frequently seen by travelers, the ones who live along modern highways and near big cities, the ones whose ancient cultures have most completely broken down, who have given rise to the impression that primitive peoples are careless plant breeders. (E. Anderson, 218–19)

      

      Here Anderson strikingly illustrates the concern for distinctive differences that pervades both the empirical and the speculative activity of people we call primitive. Through its formal character and through the “hold” it maintains on every kind of content, this concern explains how indigenous institutions, even as they, too, are being carried along in the flow of time, maintain a constant distance between historical contingency and the immutability of a plan, and, if I may say so, navigate a current of intelligibility. Always at a reasonable distance from Charybdis and from Scylla—diachrony and synchrony, event and structure, aesthetics and logic—their nature had to have been missed by those claiming to define them solely by a single aspect. Between the fundamental absurdity of primitive practices and beliefs, proclaimed by Frazer, and their specious validation by a supposed self-evident common sense, invoked by Malinowski, there is room for a whole science and a whole philosophy.26

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Three

        SYSTEMS OF TRANSFORMATIONS

      
      As we have just seen, the practico-theoretical logics that govern the life and thought of so-called primitive societies are motivated by a requirement for distinctive differences. This requirement, already manifest in the founding myths of totemic institutions (Lévi-Strauss 6, 18–20, 25–26), also appears on the plane of technical activity, eager for results stamped with the seal of permanence and discontinuity. Now, what is important on the speculative plane as much as on the practical plane is the evident fact of differences, far more than their content; once differences exist, they form a system that can be used in the same way as a grid that is applied for the decipherment of a text whose initial unintelligibility gives it the appearance of an indistinct flux, and into which the grid allows the introduction of divisions and contrasts, that is, the formal conditions for a signifying message. The theoretical example that was discussed in the last chapter shows how any system of distinctive differences—once it presents the properties of a system—allows the organization of sociological material that has been worked over by historical and demographic change and thus consists in a theoretically unlimited series of different contents.

      The logical principle is always to be able to oppose terms, which a prior impoverishment of the empirical totality makes it possible to construe as distinct. How to oppose is, in relation to this first requirement, an important question, but one that must be considered afterward. In other words, systems of naming and classification commonly called totemic derive their operational value from their formal character: they are codes suitable for conveying messages that are transposable into the terms of other codes, and for expressing, within their own system, messages received through the channel of different codes.1 The error of classical ethnologists was to want to reify this form, to tie it to a determined content, when in fact it presents itself to the observer as a method for assimilating any kind of content. Far from being an autonomous institution, definable by its intrinsic traits, totemism, or what is claimed to be totemism, corresponds to certain arbitrarily isolated modalities of a formal system that functions to guarantee the ideal convertibility of different levels of social reality. As Durkheim sometimes appears to have glimpsed, the foundation of sociology lies in a “socio-logic” (Lévi-Strauss 4, 25; 6, 95–97).

      In the second volume of Totemism and Exogamy, Frazer was particularly interested in simple forms of totemic belief observed by Codrington and Rivers in Melanesia. He believed that in them he recognized the primitive forms that lay at the origin of Australian conceptual totemism, from which, according to him, all other forms developed. In the New Hebrides (Aurora) and in the Banks Islands (Mota), certain individuals think that their existence is linked to that of a plant, an animal, or an object, called atai ou tamaniu in the Banks Islands, and nunu on Aurora; the meaning of nunu, and perhaps of atai as well, is approximately that of “soul” (fig. 3.1).
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        FIGURE 3.1 Partial map of Melanesia. Centre Documentaire sur l’Océanie, École Pratique des Hautes Études.

      
      According to Codrington, a native of Mota discovers his tamaniu through a vision or with the help of divination techniques. But on Aurora, it is the future mother who imagines that a coconut, a breadfruit, or some other object is mysteriously related to the child, who would be a sort of echo of the object. Rivers discovered the same beliefs on Mota, where many observe dietary prohibitions because everyone believes he is an animal or a fruit that his mother had found or noticed while she was pregnant. In such a case, the woman brings the plant, fruit, or animal back to the village, where she learns the meaning of the incident. It is explained to her that she will give birth to a child who will resemble the thing or will even be that thing. She then returns it to the place where she found it, and, if it is an animal, will build it a shelter of stones; she visits it every day and feeds it. When the animal disappears, it means that it has entered the woman’s body, from which it will reemerge in the form of a child.

      The child will not be allowed to consume the plant or animal with which it has been identified, under pain of illness or death. If it is an inedible fruit, the tree that bears it may not even be touched.2 Ingestion or contact is assimilated to a sort of auto-cannibalism; the relation between man and object is so intimate that the former possesses the characteristics of the latter: depending on the case, the child will be weak and indolent like the eel or water-snake; hot-tempered like the hermit crab; soft and gentle like the lizard; thoughtless, hasty, and intemperate like the rat; or he will have a big belly suggesting the shape of a wild apple, and so forth. These equivalences are also to be found on Motlav (a part of Saddle Island: Rivers, 462). The connection between an individual, on the one hand, and, on the other, a plant, animal, or object is not general: it affects only certain individuals. Nor is it hereditary, and it does not lead to exogamous prohibitions between men and women who by chance have been associated with creatures of the same species (Frazer, 2:81–83, 89–91, citing Rivers; and 4:286–87).

      In these beliefs Frazer sees the origin and explanation of those that have been found at Lifu in the Loyalty Islands, and at Ulawa and Malaita in the Solomon archipelago. On Lifu, it sometimes happens that, before he dies, a man indicates the animal—bird or butterfly—in whose shape he will be reincarnated. This animal may not be eaten or killed by his descendants: “We must not eat our ancestor,” they say, and make an offering to the animal.3 A similar situation was found in the Solomon Islands (Ulawa), where Codrington noted that inhabitants refused to plant banana trees or eat bananas, since at the time of his death a man of much influence had prohibited eating bananas because he would be reincarnated in them.1f In central Melanesia, as a result, the origin of dietary taboos must be sought in the odd whims of certain ancestors: an indirect result and repercussion at a distance, Frazer believes, of the cravings or “sick fancies” that are frequent in pregnant women. In this psychological trait, promoted to the rank of a natural and universal phenomenon, we would hold the ultimate origin of all totemic beliefs and practices (Frazer, 2:81, 106–7 and passim).

      That the women of his time and milieu should experience cravings when pregnant and that they shared this trait with savage women of Australia and Melanesia were enough to convince Frazer of its universality and its natural origin. Otherwise, it would have been necessary to attribute to culture what was being taken away from nature, and so admit that in some respects there could be alarming, because direct, resemblances between late nineteenth-century European societies and those of cannibals. But beyond the fact that the cravings of pregnant women are not attested for all the peoples of the world, they have diminished considerably in Europe over the last half-century, and it may even be possible that they have disappeared entirely in some sections of society. Certainly, they existed in Australia and Melanesia, but in what form? As an institutional means serving to define in advance certain elements of the status of persons or groups. And in Europe itself, it is likely that the cravings of pregnant women will not survive the disappearance of beliefs of the same sort, which encouraged these cravings—on the pretext of referring back to them—as a diagnosis (instead of a prognosis) of certain physical or psychological idiosyncrasies observed after (and not before) the birth of the child. Even if we suppose that the cravings of pregnant women have a natural basis, this cannot account for beliefs and practices that are far from general, and which can take different forms in different societies.

      Moreover, it is hard to see what could have made Frazer give the whims of pregnant women priority over those of dying old men, if not that in order to die, one must first have been born; but if this were the case, all social institutions would have to have appeared in the course of a single generation. In the end, if the system of Ulawa, Malaita, and Lifu were derived from that of Motlav, Mota, and Aurora, traces or vestiges of the latter would necessarily remain in the former. What is striking, on the contrary, is that the two systems are perfect complements of each other. Nothing suggests that one is chronologically prior to the other: their relationship is not that of primitive form to derived form, but rather that observed between forms that are symmetrical and mutually inverse, as though each system represented a transformation within the same group.4

      Instead of attributing priority, then, let us place ourselves at the level of the group and attempt to define its properties. These can be summarized as a triple opposition: on the one hand, between birth and death; on the other, between an individual or collective character, which for its part affects either a diagnosis or a prohibition. I should note, as well, that the prohibition is based on a prognosis: he who eats the forbidden fruit or animal will perish.

      In the Motlav-Mota-Aurora system, the pertinent term of the first opposition is birth; in the Lifu-Ulawa-Malaita system, it is death; and correlatively all the terms of the other oppositions also undergo an inversion. When birth is the pertinent event, the diagnosis is collective, and the prohibition (or the prognosis) is individual: the woman who is or will soon be pregnant, who finds an animal or fruit, sometimes on the ground, sometimes unexpectedly in her loincloth, returns to the village and questions her relatives and friends; the social group collectively (or through its qualified representatives) gives a diagnosis of the distinctive status of a person who will soon be born and who will be subject to an individual prohibition.

      But in Lifu, Ulawa, and Malaita, this whole system is turned upside-down. Death becomes the pertinent event, and accordingly the diagnosis becomes individual, since it is uttered by the dying person, and the prohibition becomes collective, binding all the descendants of a common ancestor, and sometimes, as in Ulawa, an entire population.

      The two systems are thus in a relation of inverse symmetry within a group, as is seen in the following diagram, in which the signs + and — correspond respectively to the first and second term of each opposition:
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      Finally, the facts reported here allow us to extract a common characteristic at the level of the group, one that distinguishes it as a group from all others belonging to the same set, that is, the set of systems of classification that posit a homology between natural differences and cultural differences (a formula to be preferred to that of totemic institutions). The common characteristic of the two systems just discussed is a function of their statistical, and non-universal, nature. Neither one nor the other applies indiscriminately to all the members of a society: only some children are conceived through the agency of an animal or a plant, only some of the dying are reincarnated in a natural species. The domain governed by each system thus consists of a sampling, with the selection, at least theoretically, based on chance. On this twofold basis, these systems should be placed immediately adjacent to Australian systems of the Aranda type,5 as Frazer had seen while missing the nature of the relationship—a logical and not a genetic one—that unites them even as it respects their specificity. For the Aranda systems also have a statistical character, but their rule of application is universal, since the domain that they govern is coextensive with the entire society.

      

      * * *

      In the course of their journey across Australia, Spencer and Gillen had already been struck by the character of a coherent system presented by the institutions of the populations distributed along a south-north axis running from the Great Australian Bight to the Gulf of Carpentaria.

      
        In the Arunta and the Warramunga [socioreligious] conditions are exactly reversed, but, as in other matters, so here we find an intermediate state in the Kaitish. (Spencer and Gillen, 164)

      

      In the South, the Arabana recognize two exogamous moieties and exogamous totemic clans, both matrilineal. Marriage, according to Spencer and Gillen preferentially with the daughter of the mother’s older brother or of the father’s older sister, was of the Aranda type according to Elkin, but complicated by totemic restrictions that, as we know, do not exist among the Aranda.

      In mythical times (ularaka) the totemic ancestors placed spirit-children (mai-aurli) at totemic sites. This belief has its equivalent among the Aranda. But where, for the Aranda, the spirits return regularly to their site of origin to await a new incarnation, after each incarnation the Arabana spirits change sex, moiety, and totem, to the point that each spirit regularly runs through a complete cycle of biological and socioreligious statuses (Spencer and Gillen, 146–49).

      If this description accurately reflected reality, it would offer the image of a system that was symmetrical and inverse in relation to that of the Aranda. Among the latter, descent is patrilineal (and not matrilineal); totemic affiliation is determined not by a rule of descent, but by chance, by the place the woman happened to be passing when she became aware of her pregnancy: in other words, the allocation of totems is done according to a rule among the Arabana, statistically and by the play of chance among the Aranda. Strictly exogamous in the Arabana case, among the Aranda totemic groups play no part in the regulation of marriages; in fact, among the Aranda, it is a system of eight subsections (and not only of two moieties), with no connection to totemic affiliations, that governs marriage alliances through the operation of a cycle that can be depicted as shown in figure 3.2.2f
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        FIGURE 3.2 Social structure and marriage rules of the Aranda type. Laboratoire de Cartographie, École Pratique des Hautes Études.

      
      Simplifying matters considerably, and restricting myself for the moment to older sources, I would thus be tempted to say that among the Aranda, things happen for humans much as they happen for spirits among the Arabana. In every generation, in fact, Arabana spirits change sex and moiety (I leave the change of totemic group to the side, since totemic affiliation is not pertinent in the Aranda system, and replace it with a change of subsection, which is the pertinent phenomenon). Translated in terms of the Aranda system, these two requirements would correspond to the cycle:
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      in which capital and small letters represent men and women respectively: a cycle that corresponds not to the structure of Aranda society itself, which distinguishes between exclusively masculine and exclusively feminine cycles, but to the procedure (implicit in the terms of the system) by which these pieces are, as it were, sewn together.

      Elkin’s criticism of his predecessors’ description should, however, be taken into account. Elkin suspects Spencer and Gillen of having perceived no more than a single form of totemism among the Aranda (Elkin 4, 138–39), where in fact there were two, as he had shown for the Arabana: one patrilineal and the object of a cult, the other matrilineal and social, and consequently exogamous:

      
        Members of a patrilineal totemic cult-group do perform increase ceremonies, assisted by their “sisters’ sons,” and they do ritually hand this cult-totem over to the latter, and through them to others, to eat,6 but they do not henceforth observe a taboo on this totem themselves. On the other hand . . . they do observe a rigid prohibition on eating their madu, social totem, which however is not the object of a cult. (Elkin 2a, 180)

      

      To Spencer and Gillen’s description Elkin thus objects that the hypothesis that totemic spirits go through a complete cycle is contradictory because it is based on a mixing of two forms of totemism, which he himself regards as mutually irreducible. It can only be admitted that cult totems, which are patrilineal, alternate between the two moieties within any given male lineage.

      Without claiming to resolve this question, I will limit myself to recalling the objections in principle that I have formulated elsewhere against Elkin’s particularizing analyses;7 moreover, it is fair to underline the fact that Spencer and Gillen knew Arabana culture when it was still intact, while Elkin, according to his own testimony, came to know it only in a state of advanced decay. Even if we had to follow Elkin’s restrictive interpretation, it would remain no less true that, among the Aranda, it is the living who “cycle,” while among their neighbors to the south, it is the dead. In other words, what among the Aranda appears as a system is split, among the Arabana, into a recipe, on the one hand, and a theory, on the other: for the regulation of marriages by the assessment of totemic incompatibilities, described by Elkin, is a purely empirical procedure, while the cycling of the spirits is based, evidently, on pure speculation. This difference between the two groups is accompanied by others corresponding to genuine inversions and manifesting themselves on every plane: matrilineal/patrilineal; two moieties/eight subsections; mechanical totemism/statistical totemism; and finally, supposing that Spencer and Gillen’s analyses were exhaustive, exogamous totemism/nonexogamous totemism.

      It will also be noted that the Aranda subsections have a high functional yield because they are transitive: children born from the marriage X = y will be Z, z, that is, in a different (social) group than their parents; on the contrary, Arabana (totemic) groups (which have the same sociological function of regulating marriages) have a low functional yield because they are intransitive: children of the marriage X = y will be Y, y, reproducing only their mother’s group. Transitivity (total or partial, depending on whether we adopt Spencer and Gillen’s interpretation or that of Elkin) exists only in the Arabana otherworld, which reconstitutes an image matching that of the Aranda society of the living.

      Finally, the same inversion characterizes the role each tribe assigns to the territory. The Aranda give it a real and absolute value; in their system, it is the only fully meaningful content that there is, since each site, from the beginning of time, belongs exclusively and permanently to one totemic species. Among the Arabana, this value is relative and formal, for as a result of the spirits’ aptitude for going through a cycle, the content of locality loses much of its signifying power. Totemic sites are ports of call rather than ancestral homes . . .

      Now, let us compare the social structure of the Aranda with that of a more northerly population, the Warramunga, who are also patrilineal. Here, totems are linked to moieties, that is, they have a function inverse to that which they fulfill among the Aranda and analogous (but in a different way) to their function among the Arabana, whose geographical situation is symmetrical and inverse in relation to the reference group (respectively, northern and southern neighbors of the Aranda). Like the Arabana, the Warramunga have paternal and maternal totems, but in contrast to what occurs among the Arabana, it is the paternal totems that are absolutely prohibited, while maternal totems are permitted through the agency of the alternate moiety (whereas, among the Arabana, it is the paternal totems that are permitted to the alternate moiety through the agency of members of the cult group belonging to the same moiety).

      The role of the alternate moiety lends itself to an analysis through transformation. There is no reciprocity of moieties in the rites of multiplication of the Aranda: each cult group celebrates its rituals as it pleases for the benefit of other groups who are themselves free to consume a food made all the more abundant through the ministry of the officiating group. On the contrary, among the Warramunga, the consuming moiety intervenes actively to make sure the alternate moiety performs ceremonies from which the consuming moiety will gain the profit.

      This difference entails others, which are its correlates: in one case, rituals of increase are an individual affair, in another, a group activity; among the Aranda, the performance of rituals of increase, left to the man who is their proprietor, is statistical in nature: each person officiates when he wants to, and without coordinating his initiative with others. But among the Warramunga there exists a ritual calendar, and ceremonies follow each other in a prescribed order. Here we find, on the plane of ritual, an opposition that has already been noted (but for the Aranda and the Arabana) between a periodic structure and a nonperiodic structure, an opposition that appeared to us as characterizing the community of the living and the community of the dead. The same formal opposition exists among the Aranda, on the one hand, and the Warramunga and Arabana, on the other, but here it is manifested on another plane. Simplifying things considerably, it could be said that the situation of the Warramunga is, in these two respects, symmetrical with that prevailing among the Arabana, with the difference that descent is patrilineal in one case, matrilineal in the other; whereas the Aranda, who are patrilineal like the Warramunga, are opposed to their neighbors to the north and south by having rituals that are performed statistically, in contrast with rituals that are performed periodically.3f

      This is not all. The Arabana and the Warramunga conceive their totemic ancestors as unique personalities, whose half-human, half-animal appearance offers a sense of completeness from the outset. To this conception, the Aranda prefer that of a multiplicity of ancestors (for each totemic group), but who are incomplete human beings. From this perspective, and as Spencer and Gillen showed, the groups situated between the Aranda and the Warramunga—Kaitish, Unmatjera—illustrate an intermediate case, since their ancestors are represented in the myths in the form of a conglomerate of incomplete human beings and full-fledged men (Spencer and Gillen, 154ff). In a general way, the distribution of beliefs and customs on a north-south axis sometimes reveals a gradual change going from one extreme type to its inverse form, and sometimes the recurrence of the same forms at the two poles, but in this case expressed in an inverted context, patrilineal or matrilineal, the structural reversal taking place in the middle, that is, among the Aranda (see the following table).
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      It will thus be seen that in going, so to speak, from the Aranda toward the Warramunga, we move from a system with a collectivist mythology (a multiplicity of ancestors) but individualized ritual toward an inverse system, with individualized mythology, but in which ritual is collectivist. Similarly, among the Aranda, the land is marked in religious terms (by its totemic associations), as it is in social terms among the Warramunga (territories are shared out between the moieties). Finally, from south to north a gradual disappearance of the churinga8 is observed, a phenomenon that is almost predictable, given the observations already made, since the churinga functions among the Aranda as the unity of a multiplicity: figuring the physical body of an ancestor and held by a series of successive individuals as proof of their genealogical descent, the churinga attests diachronically to an individual continuity that might well have been held to be impossible, given the Aranda image of mythical times.4f

      All these transformations should be systematically catalogued. The Karadjeri, among whom the man dreams the totemic affiliation of his future child, illustrate a symmetrical and inverse case from the Aranda, where it is the woman who lives this affiliation. In northern Australia, the increasingly restrictive character of totemic prohibitions offers a kind of “culinary” equivalent of the constraints characterizing systems of eight subsections on the plane of exogamy. Thus, certain populations forbid not only the consumption of the actual totem, but even (completely or with conditions) the totems of the father, the mother, the father’s father (or the mother’s father). Among the Kauralaig of the islands north of the Cape York Peninsula, an individual recognizes as a totem, as well as his own, those of his father’s mother, his mother’s father, and his mother’s mother; marriage is prohibited within the four corresponding clans (Sharp, 66). We have already discussed the food prohibitions resulting from the belief that an ancestor has been reincarnated in an animal or plant species. A structure of the same kind appears in the Melville and Bathurst Islands, but this time on the linguistic plane: all the homophones of the name of the deceased are avoided by his descendants, even if these are terms in common use, and of only distant phonetic similarity.5f It is not bananas that are banned, but words. Depending on the groups considered, the same formulas appear and disappear, identical or transposed from one level of consumption to another, sometimes involving the use made of women, sometimes that of food, and sometimes that of words in discourse.9

      It may be because Spencer and Gillen’s observations concern a fairly restricted number of Australian tribes (even while being extraordinarily rich for each of them) that they had, more than their successors, an acute consciousness of the systematic relations between the different types. Later specialists in the field saw their horizon limited to the small area that they were studying, and for those who did not give up on the possibility of synthesis, the very mass of information, and prudence as well, dissuaded them from setting out in search of laws. The more knowledge we accumulate, the harder it is to make out the overall scheme, because its dimensions continue to multiply, and beyond a certain threshold the increasing number of axes of reference paralyzes methods based on intuition: it is no longer possible to imagine a system once its depiction requires a continuum of more than three or four dimensions. But it is not forbidden to dream that one day we will be able to transfer all our available documentation on the subject of Australian societies onto punch cards and demonstrate, with the help of a computer, that the set of their techno-economic, social, and religious structures resembles a vast group of transformations.

      The idea is all the more attractive in that we can at least imagine why Australia, more than any other continent, would offer a privileged terrain for such an experiment. Australian societies probably evolved in a higher degree of isolation than appears to have been the case anywhere else. In addition, this evolution was not undergone passively: it was desired and conceptualized, for compared to the Australian, few civilizations appear to have entertained such a taste for erudition, speculation, and what sometimes appears as intellectual dandyism, strange as this expression may appear when applied to men whose level of material life was so rudimentary. But we should not be fooled: these hairy and pot-bellied savages, whose physical appearance makes us think of plump bureaucrats or disgruntled veterans of the empire,10 making their nudity all the more incongruous, these meticulous adepts of practices that strike us as exercises in infantile perversity—genital manipulation and stroking, torture, industrious exploitation of their own blood, excretions, and secretions (as we do more discreetly, and without thinking about it, when we moisten postage stamps with saliva to make them stick)—were in many respects genuine snobs: the term, moreover, has been applied to them by a specialist, born and raised among them, speaking their language (T. G. H. Strehlow, 82). When we envisage them in this light, it seems less surprising that, as soon as they were taught the arts of leisure, they proceeded to paint watercolors as dull and studied as might have been expected from old maids.

      If, for centuries or millennia, Australia has lived folded in on itself,6f and if, in this closed world, speculation and debate have been passionately pursued; ultimately, if the influence of fashion has often been determinant, it can be understood that there emerged a kind of shared sociological and philosophical style, not excluding methodically sought-after variations, even the most trivial of which were noted and commented on with favorable or hostile intent. Every group was no doubt prompted by a motive, less contradictory than it seems, to do as others do, to do as well as others, better than others, and unlike others: that is, constantly refining upon themes whose general contours alone were fixed by tradition and usage. In brief, in the domain of social organization and religious thought, the communities of Australia proceeded as the peasant societies of Europe did at the end of the eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth centuries in matters of costume. That every community was to have its own costume and that, for men and women respectively, it was on the whole composed of the same elements, was not called into question: effort was put only into distinguishing one’s own outfit from the neighboring village’s, and to surpass it in richness or ingenuity of detail.11 All the women wore coifs, but from one region to another, the coifs were different; moreover, in terms of endogamy, the language of coifs served in France to formulate the rules of marriage (“one marries only within the coif”) in the same way the language of sections or totems did for the Australians—but in terms of exogamy. The dual action of general conformity (which is a feature of the closed universe) and the particularism of the parish tended, here as elsewhere, and among Australian savages as in our peasant societies, to treat culture according to the musical formula of “theme and variations.”

      

      * * *

      In the favorable historical and geographical conditions I have briefly indicated, it is conceivable, then, that Australian cultures may appear in a relation of mutual transformation more complete and systematic than those found in other regions of the world. But this external relation should not lead us to neglect the same relation, this time internal, which exists, in a far more general way, among the different levels of a particular culture. As I have already suggested, notions and beliefs of a “totemic” type deserve attention above all because, for the societies that have elaborated or adopted them, they constitute codes that, in the form of conceptual systems, assure the convertibility of messages at every level. This is the case even if these are as distant from each other as those that seem to belong exclusively either to culture or to society, that is, to relations that men maintain with each other, or to phenomena of a technical and economic order that instead might be thought to concern man’s relations with nature.12 This mediation between nature and culture, which is one of the distinctive functions of the totemic operator, allows us to understand what may be true, but also partial and truncated, in the interpretations of Durkheim and Malinowski, who each attempted to shut totemism into only one of these two domains, whereas, above all, it is the means (or the hope) of transcending their opposition.13

      This has been brought to light by Lloyd Warner in his work on the Murngin of Arnhem Land. These northern Australians explain the origin of beings and things with a myth that is also the basis for an important part of their ritual (Warner, 250–59). At the beginning of time, the two Wawilak sisters set out walking toward the sea, naming places, animals, and plants on the way; one was pregnant, the other carried her own baby. Before they left they had, in fact, had incestuous relations with men of their own moiety.

      After the younger sister gave birth, they continued their journey and stopped one day near the water hole where dwelled the great snake Yurlunggur, the totem of the Dua moiety, to which they belonged. But the elder sister polluted the water with menstrual blood; the indignant python came out, brought on a deluge of rain followed by a general flood, then swallowed the women and their children. As long as the snake stood up straight, the waters covered the earth and its vegetation. The waters disappeared when he fell down again.

      Now, as Warner explains, the Murngin consciously associate the snake with the rainy season, which causes an annual flood. In this part of the world, the timing of the seasons is so regular that, one geographer underlines, it can be predicted to the day. Precipitation often reaches 150 centimeters in a period of two to three months. It goes from 5 centimeters in October to 25 centimeters in December, 40 centimeters in January; the dry season arrives just as rapidly (Warner, 379–81n2). A diagram of precipitation in Port Darwin, established over a period of forty-six years, might be the very image of the snake Yurlunggur, erect over his water hole, his head touching the sky, and inundating the earth (fig. 3.3; Warner, 380).

      This division of the year into two contrasting seasons, one lasting seven months, characterized by intense drought, the other of five months, accompanied by violent rains and great tides flooding the coastal plain over several dozen kilometers, leaves its mark on indigenous activities and thinking. The rainy season forces the Murngin to disperse. In small groups they take refuge in the unsubmerged zones, where they lead a precarious existence, threatened by famine and flood. But when the waters recede, the copious plant life bursts forth in a few days, and the animals appear: collective life begins anew, abundance reigns. And yet none of this would have been possible if the waters had not invaded and fertilized the plain.
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        FIGURE 3.3 Average rainfall for Port Darwin (46-year record). From Warner, chart XI, p. 380.

      
      Just as the seasons and winds are divided between two moieties (the rainy season and the western and northwestern winds are Dua; the dry season and the southeastern winds, Yiritja [Warner, 382]), so the protagonists of the great mythical drama are respectively associated, the snake with the rainy season, the Wawilak sisters with the dry season: one represents the initiated male element, the others, the noninitiated female element. The two must collaborate for there to be life: as the myth explains, if the Wawilak sisters had not committed incest and polluted Yurlunggur’s water hole, on earth there would be neither life nor death, neither copulation nor reproduction, and the rhythm of the seasons would not have existed.

      The mythical system and the representations that it puts into play thus serve to establish relations of homology between natural conditions and social conditions, or, more exactly, to define a law of equivalence among significant contrasts situated on a number of planes: geographical, meteorological, zoological, botanical, technical, economic, social, ritual, religious, and philosophical. Overall, the table of equivalences appears as follows:
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      One sees immediately that this table, which formulates the canon of native logic, conceals a contradiction. In fact, men are superior to women, the initiated to the noninitiated, the sacred to the profane. And yet all the superior terms are posited as homologues of the rainy season, which is that of famine, isolation, and danger, while the inferior terms are homologues of the dry season, during which abundance reigns and the sacred rites are celebrated:

      
        The men’s age grade is a snake and purifying element, and the sociological women’s group is the unclean group. The male snake-group in the act of swallowing the unclean group “swallows” the initiates [and so makes them pass] into the ritually pure masculine age grade, and at the same time the whole ritual purifies the whole group or tribe.

        The snake is the fertilizing principle in nature according to Murngin symbolism; this explains why it is identified with the men’s group rather than with the women; otherwise one would suppose that the male principle, being identified with the positive higher social values, would be associated by the Murngin with the dry season—the time of the year of high social value. (Warner, 387)

      

      In one sense, this verifies the primacy of the infrastructure.14 Geography, climate, their repercussions on the biological plane confront indigenous thought with a contradictory situation: there are indeed two seasons, as there are two sexes, two societies, two degrees of culture (one “high”—that of the initiates—the other “low”; for this distinction, compare Stanner 1, 77); but on the plane of nature, the good season is subordinated to the bad, whereas on the social plane, the reverse relation prevails between corresponding terms. Consequently, we must choose what meaning to give to the contradiction. If the good season were to be declared masculine, since it is superior to the bad season, and since men and the initiated are superior to women and the uninitiated (a category of which women also form part), it would be necessary to attribute to the profane and feminine element not only power and efficacy but also sterility, which would be doubly contradictory since social power belongs to men and natural fertility to women. There remains, then, the other choice, in which the contradiction (which is no less real) can at least be masked by the double dichotomy of the entire society into men and women (differentiated ritually, and no longer merely naturally), and of the group of men into elders and juniors, initiated and uninitiated, according to the principle that in the society of men, the uninitiated are in the same relation to the initiated as women are to men on the plane of the overall society. But because of this, men forego embodying the happy side of existence, since they cannot simultaneously govern it and personify it. Irrevocably doomed to the role of morose proprietors of a happiness accessible only through an intermediary, they will fashion an image of themselves conforming to a model illustrated by their elders and sages. It is striking that two types of persons—women, on the one hand, and male elders, on the other—form, as either the means or the masters of happiness, the two poles of Australian society, and that, in order to accede to full masculinity, young men must give up the former for the short term and submit to the latter for the long term.

      No doubt the sexual privileges of the elders, the control they exercise over an esoteric culture and over sinister and mysterious initiation rites, are general features of Australian societies, and other examples could be found elsewhere in the world. I am not, then, claiming that all of these phenomena can be explained as a consequence of natural conditions that, for their part, are highly localized. In order to avoid misunderstandings—not the least of which would be the accusation of resuscitating a hoary geographical determinism—I am obliged to be more precise about my thinking.

      In the first place, natural conditions are not passively submitted to. What is more, they have no existence on their own, since they are a function of the technology and way of life of the population that defines them and gives them a meaning by exploiting them in a given direction. Nature is not contradictory in itself; it can be contradictory only in terms of the particular human activity that takes place within it; and the properties of the environment acquire different meanings according to the historical and technical form taken by a particular kind of activity. In addition, and even promoted to that human level that alone can give them intelligibility, man’s relations with the natural environment play the role of objects of thought. Man does not passively perceive his relations with nature; he reduces them to concepts, then processes them to define a system that is never predetermined: even if the situation is the same, it always lends itself to several possible systematizations. The error of Mannhardt and the naturalist school15 was to believe that natural phenomena are what myths seek to explain; rather, they are the means by which myths seek to explain realities that are themselves not of a natural, but of a logical order.

      This, then, is what constitutes the primacy of infrastructures. At first, man is like a gambler sitting down at the table, taking in hand cards that he did not invent since the card game has been dealt by history and civilization. Subsequently, every deal of the cards results from a contingent distribution among the players, and it takes place outside their knowledge. The cards are dealt in a way to which one submits,16 but which each society, like each player, interprets in terms of a number of systems, which can be shared or individual: the rules of a game, or the rules of a tactic. And it is well known that with the same hand different players will not play the same game even if, constrained by the rules, they are not free to play just any game with a given hand.

      To explain the observed frequency of certain sociological solutions, which cannot be the direct result of specific objective conditions, I will invoke not content, but form. The substance of contradictions is less important than the fact that contradictions exist, and it would require some fairly enormous coincidences for the social order and the natural order to lend themselves to a harmonious synthesis from the outset. Now, the forms of contradictions are much less varied than their empirical contents. The limited options available to religious thinking can never be sufficiently emphasized; they explain why men so often have recourse to the same means of resolving problems whose concrete elements may be very different, but which all have in common the fact of belonging to “structures of contradiction.”

      To return to the Murngin, we can clearly see how the system of totemic representations permits the unification of heterogeneous semantic fields, at the cost of contradictions that ritual will have the function of overcoming by “playing” upon them: the rainy season literally swallows up the dry season the way men “possess” women, the way the initiated “swallow” the uninitiated, the way famine destroys abundance, and so on. But the Murngin example is not unique, and we have, for other regions of the world, significant indications of an “encoding” of a natural situation in totemic terms. Pondering the depiction, so frequent in North America, of thunder in the form of a bird, a specialist on the Ojibwa remarks:

      
        According to meteorological observations, the average number of days with thunder begins with one in April, increases to a total of five in midsummer (July) and then declines to one in October. And if a bird calendar is consulted, the facts show that species wintering in the South begin to appear in April and disappear for the most part not later than October . . . The avian character of the Thunder Birds can be rationalized to some degree with reference to natural facts and their observation. (Hallowell, 32)

      

      If we want to make a correct interpretation of the personifications of natural phenomena that are frequent in the Hawaiian pantheon, we are obliged to rely on meteorological data, as Warner did for Australia. It is, in fact, impossible to differentiate and accurately situate the gods Kane-hekili (the male in the form of gentle rain), Ka-poha‘ka‘a (the male [= sky] that rolls rocks), who is identical to Ka‘uila-nuimakeha (the male [= sky] of violent lightning), and so forth, without first gathering certain pertinent data:

      
        The downpours, which come in late January, February and March predominantly and with greatest frequency and violence, develop in the following sequences of meteorological phenomena: lowering dark cumulus over sea and uplands, with atmospheric stillness inducing an increasing sense of ominous oppression; “dry” thunder, sharp and threatening if near, like distant cannon if far away: followed very soon by slow, gentle precipitation which increases rapidly to a downpour; with continuing heavy thunder, then, in the cloud and rain shrouded uplands, resounding and thudding, slowly passing along the ridges or round the mountain’s flank and often then out to sea, where it resounds in dull thuds, and may return in a direction opposite to that along the ridge, a phenomenon produced by the miniature cyclonic action of winds, and by convection. (Handy and Pukui, pt. 4, p. 125n)

      

      

      * * *

      If totemic representations can be understood as a code allowing the transition from one system to another, whether formulated in natural or in cultural terms, it will perhaps be asked why these representations are accompanied by rules of action: at first sight, at least, totemism, or what is claimed to be totemism, overflows the bounds of a mere language; it is not satisfied with positing rules of compatibility or incompatibility among signs: it is the foundation of an ethics in that it prescribes or forbids forms of behavior. This is at least what seems to result from the very frequent association of totemic representations with dietary prohibitions, on the one hand, and with rules of exogamy, on the other.

      I will reply, first of all, that this supposed association proceeds from a petitio principii. If we agree to define totemism by the simultaneous presence of animal or plant names, prohibitions affecting the corresponding species, and the banning of marriage between people sharing the same name and the same prohibition, then the connection among these observances clearly raises a problem. But, as has long been noted, each of these can be found without the others, or any two of them without the third.

      This is particularly evident in the case of food prohibitions, which form a vast and complex set, of which so-called totemic prohibitions (that is, those resulting from a collective affinity with a natural species or class of phenomena or objects) illustrate only a special case. The Ndembu sorcerer, who is above all a seer, must not consume the flesh of the bush-buck, because its hide is spotted in an irregular pattern; otherwise his visionary power would risk going astray left and right instead of focusing on the important questions. The same reasoning forbids him zebra, animals with dark coats (which would obscure his clairvoyance), a species of fish with particularly sharp bones (which would risk pricking his liver, the organ of divination), and several sorts of “slippery”-leafed spinach (lest his power slip away from him) (V. W. Turner 2, 47–48).

      During his period of initiation a Luvale boy can urinate only against the trunks of the following trees: Pseudolachnostylis deckendti, Hymenocardia mollis, Aformosia angolensis, Vangueriopsis lanciflora, Swartzia madagascariensis, hardwoods symbolizing the erect penis and whose fruit is evocative of fertility and life (C. M. N. White, 2, 15n6). He is also forbidden from consuming the flesh of various animals: Tilapia melanpleura, a fish with a red belly, the color of blood; Sarcodaces sp. and Hydrocyon sp., fish with sharp teeth, symbolic of the pain after circumcision; Clarias sp., whose sticky skin suggests difficulty in healing of the scar; the genet, whose spotted skin symbolizes leprosy; the hare, whose sharp incisors, and chillies, whose “hotness” are evocative of the suffering of the circumcised boy, and so on (C. M. N. White, 6, 16n19). Initiated girls are subject to parallel prohibitions (C. M. N. White, Chinjavata, and Mukwato).

      I have cited these prohibitions because they are specialized, well defined, and rationalized with precision; within the general category of food prohibitions, they can be situated at the opposite pole from totemic interdictions, from which they can be easily distinguished. But among the Fang of Gabon, Tessmann has identified a large number of prohibitions that illustrate not only the extreme types, but also intermediary forms, which explains why, even among proponents of totemic interpretations, the existence of totemism among the Fang has been debated so fiercely.

      The prohibitions, for which the Fang used the general name bekī, targeted, case by case, women and men, the initiated and the uninitiated, adolescents and adults, couples expecting a child or not. They are found, moreover, in highly diverse semantic fields. You should not eat the inside part of an elephant’s tusks because it is a flabby and bitter substance; an elephant’s trunk because it risks softening one’s limbs; sheep and goats out of fear that they will communicate their heavy breathing. Squirrels are forbidden to pregnant women because they make childbirth difficult (see above, pp. 69–70); mice are particularly prohibited for girls because they are shameless and steal manioc while it is being washed, and so young girls would risk being similarly “stolen” (Tessmann, 184–86)—but mice are also prohibited more generally because they live near homesteads and are considered members of the family (192) . . . Certain birds are avoided because of either their ugly squawk or their physical appearance. Children should not eat dragonfly larvae, which could give them urinary incontinence (Tessmann, 190, 192).

      The hypothesis of dietary experimentation, entertained by Tessmann, has been taken up again recently by Fischer and colleagues with regard to the natives of Ponape, who believe that the violation of food-related taboos results in physiological disorders quite similar in their description to the symptoms of allergies. But these authors show that even among us, allergic disorders often have a psychosomatic origin: for many subjects, they result from the violation of a taboo of a psychological and moral nature. The symptom, however natural it be, is thus based on a cultural diagnosis.

      In the case of the Fang, for whom I have mentioned only a few randomly chosen prohibitions from the imposing list drawn up by Tessmann, it is rather a matter of religious analogies: horned animals are associated with the moon; chimpanzee, pig, python, and so on, are forbidden because of their symbolic role in certain cults. That these prohibitions do not result from intrinsic properties of the species in question, but from the place assigned them in one or several systems of signification, emerges clearly from the fact that while the guinea fowl is prohibited to initiates of the Nkang female cult, the reverse rule prevails in the male cults: here the cult animal is allowed to initiates but forbidden to novices (Tessmann, 190–91).17

      There thus exist food prohibitions that are organized in a system, even if this system is extra- or para-totemic. Inversely, many systems traditionally regarded as totemic include prohibitions that are not related to food. The only dietary prohibition attested among the Bororo of central Brazil concerns the meat of deer, that is, of nontotemic species; but the animals or plants serving as eponyms for clans and subclans do not seem to be the object of any particular prohibition. The privileges and prohibitions linked to clan membership show themselves on another plane: that of techniques, raw materials, and ornaments, since every clan differentiates itself from others, above all during festivals, by decorations of feathers, mother of pearl, and other substances whose nature, but also whose shape and way of working, are strictly established for each clan (Lévi-Strauss 2, chap. 22).

      The northern Tlingit, who live on the Alaskan coast, also have clan blazons and emblems that are jealously protected. But the animals depicted or evoked on them are the object of no prohibition, except in parodic form: the Wolf people cannot keep this animal as a pet, nor those of the Raven their eponymous bird; and it is said that members of the Frog clan are afraid of these amphibians (McClellan).

      Among the central Algonquians, who have no food prohibitions involving the eponymous animals of their clans, these are distinguished above all by body painting, distinctive clothing, and the use of a special ceremonial food for each. Among the Fox, the clan-based prohibitions are never, or almost never, based on food. They are of the most varied kinds: the Thunder clan does not have the right to draw anything on the west side of tree trunks or to wash in the nude; the Fish clan is forbidden to build fishing dams; and the Bear clan may not climb trees. The Bison clan may not skin any cloven-hoofed animal nor look at it as it is dying; the Wolf clan may not bury its members, nor beat dogs; the Bird clan should not harm birds; placing a feather on the head is forbidden to people of the Eagle clan. Members of the “Chief” clan should not say anything against a human being, those of the Beaver clan should not wade across rivers,18 those of the White Wolf do not have the right to cry out loud (Michelson 2, 64–65).

      Even where the evidence of food prohibitions is most convincing, it is striking to see that they rarely constitute a trait that is distributed uniformly. In a region as well circumscribed as the Cape York peninsula in northern Australia, a good ten or so neighboring cultures (comprising about a hundred tribes) have been described and analyzed. All of them possess one or several forms of totemism: of moiety, section, clan, or cult group; but only certain ones incorporate food prohibitions. Among the Kauralaig, who are patrilineal, clan totemism involves prohibitions. The opposite is the case among the Yathaikeno, who are equally patrilineal, and for whom only initiatory totems, transmitted through the maternal line, are forbidden. The Koko Yao have moiety totems that are transmitted through the maternal line and prohibited, clan totems transmitted through the paternal line and permitted, and finally initiatory totems transmitted through the maternal line and prohibited. The Tjongandji have only patrilineal clan totems, which are not marked by any prohibitions. The Okerkila are differentiated into two groups, eastern and western, one of which has prohibitions and the other not. The Maithakudi abstain from eating their clan totems, which, in their case, are matrilineal, and the Laierdila follow the same rule (Sharp). (See figure 3.4.)
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        FIGURE 3.4 Types of totemic organization in the Cape York Peninsula (from Sharp). (I) Kauralaig Type, (II) Yathaikeno Type, (III) Koko Yao Type, (IV) Tjongandji Type, (V) Yir Yoront Type, (VI) Olkol Type, (VII) Okerkila Type, (VIII) Maithakudi Type, (IX) Laierdila Type.

      
      As the author of these observations notes:

      
        Eating and killing tabus on edible group totems are invariably associated with maternal cult and matrilineal social totemism. Tabus are more variable in connection with patrilineal cult totemism, being present more commonly for moiety than clan totems. (Sharp, 70)

      

      We thus find confirmed, for a particular region, a general relation identified by Elkin on the scale of the continent between dietary prohibitions and matrilineal institutions. Since social institutions are the work of men—as a general rule and especially in Australia—this is tantamount to saying that there exists a connection between male and consumer, female and product consumed, something to which we shall return.

      Finally, cases are known in which the notion of dietary prohibition can be turned inside-out, as it were, like a glove; of prohibition becoming obligation; and this obligation falling not on myself, but on others; finally, prohibitions no longer bearing on the totemic animal thought of as food, but on the food of that food. This remarkable transformation has been observed in certain groups of Chippewa Indians, who allow one to kill and eat a totem, but not to insult it. If a native mocks or insults the eponymous animal of another native, the latter informs his clan, which prepares a feast, preferably consisting of the food of the totemic animal: thus, wild berries and nuts, if the animal is a bear. The insulting party, who is solemnly summoned, is obliged to stuff himself “until he [is] ready to burst,” as the informants say, until he acknowledges the power of the totem (Ritzenthaler).

      Two conclusions may be drawn from these facts. The first is that the difference between a permitted species and a prohibited one is to be explained less by the supposed harmfulness attributed to the latter, which is to say, in terms of an intrinsic property of a physical or mystical order, than by a concern to introduce a distinction between “marked” species (in the sense that linguists give to that term) and “unmarked” species.19 Prohibiting certain species is but one means among others to affirm their significance, and the rule for practice thus appears as an operator in the service of meaning, in a logic that, being qualitative, can do its work through actions as well as through images. From this point of view, some older observations may appear more deserving of attention than has generally been thought. The social organization of the Wakelbura of Queensland in eastern Australia was described as consisting of four classes that are rigorously exogamous, but also, as it were, “endo-culinary.” This feature had already raised doubts for Durkheim, and Elkin emphasizes that it is based on a single, and not very trustworthy, source. He notes, however, that Aranda mythology evokes a comparable situation, since formerly the totemic ancestors fed exclusively on their own particular food, while at present it is the inverse: each totemic group consumes the totems of others and is prohibited its own (Elkin 1, 76n19).

      This remark by Elkin is important because it shows clearly that the hypothetical organization of the Wakelbura is transformable into Aranda institutions, on the sole condition of inverting all the terms. Among the Aranda, totems are not relevant for marriage, but they are relevant for food: totemic endogamy is possible, but not endo-cuisine; among the Wakelbura, for whom endo-cuisine would be a requirement, totemic endogamy seems to have been the object of a particularly rigorous prohibition. Certainly, we are dealing here with a tribe that has long been extinct, and concerning which our information is contradictory (in this regard, compare Frazer’s interpretation, 1:423; and Durkheim’s, 176n42).20 But whichever interpretation is retained, it is striking that the symmetry with Aranda institutions subsists: the supposed relation between marriage rules and eating rules appears to be only either supplementary or complementary. Now, the example of the Fang cults, whether feminine or masculine, has shown us that it is possible to “say the same thing” by means of rules that are formally identical but whose content alone has been reversed. In the case of Australian societies, when “marked” foods are few in number, and even when they are reduced to a single species, as often happens, prohibition offers the most effective method for differentiating; but should the number of “marked” foods increase (a frequent phenomenon, as we have seen [pp. 98–99], in those northern tribes who respect the totems of mother, father, and mother’s mother as well as one’s own), we see that, without the spirit of the institutions changing on this account, the distinctive marks are inverted and that, as in photography, the “positive” may be easier to read than the “negative,” even as it conveys the same information.

      Food prohibitions and prescriptions thus appear as theoretically equivalent means for “signifying signification” in a logical system of which edible species form the elements, in part or in entirety. But these systems can themselves be of different types, which brings us to a second conclusion. While nothing suggests that totemism exists among the Bushmen of South Africa, they nonetheless observe food prohibitions that are both demanding and complex. For their system functions on another plane.

      All game killed with a bow and arrow is forbidden, soxa, until the chief has eaten a piece of it. This prohibition does not apply to the liver, which hunters consume on the spot, but which remains soxa for women in all circumstances. In addition to these general rules there exist permanent soxa for certain functional or social categories. Thus, the hunter’s wife can only eat the surface covering of meat and fat of the hindquarters, as well as the entrails and the feet. These pieces make up the portion reserved for women and children. The adolescent boys have a right to the flesh of the abdominal wall, the kidneys, genital organs, and udders, and the hunter to the ribs and shoulder blade from one side of the animal. The chief’s part consists of a thick slice from each quarter and each side of the back, and one rib from each side (Fourie, 55).

      At first sight, it is hard to imagine a system more different from one of “totemic” prohibitions. And yet a very simple transformation allows us to pass from one to the other: it suffices to replace an ethnozoology with an ethno-anatomy. Totemism posits a logical equivalence between a society of natural species and a universe of social groups; the Bushmen posit the same formal equivalence, but between the constitutive parts of an individual organism and the functional classes of the society, that is, of the society itself considered as an organism. In each case, the natural cutting-up and the social cutting-up are homologous; and the choice of a way of cutting up one order implies the adoption of a corresponding way of cutting in the other, at least as a privileged form.7f

      The next chapter will be entirely devoted to interpreting the empirically observable relations between endogamy and exogamy in the same way, that is, as the result of a transformation within a group. Here it will be enough to establish the link between that problem and the one we have just been discussing.

      Between marriage rules and food prohibitions there exists, first of all, a factual connection. Among both the Tikopia of Oceania and the Nuer of Africa, a husband abstains from eating animals or plants prohibited to his wife, for the reason that the food eaten contributes to the formation of sperm: if the man acted differently, he would introduce the prohibited food into his wife’s body during intercourse (Firth 1, 319–20; Evans-Pritchard 2, 86). In light of our earlier observations, it is interesting to note that the Fang follow the inverse reasoning: one of the many reasons raised in support of the prohibition on eating the inside of an elephant’s tusk is that the penis could become as limp as the gums of the pachyderm (which, it appears, are particularly flabby).21 Out of consideration for her husband, a woman also honors this prohibition lest she weaken him during intercourse (Tessmann, 192–93).

      Now, these comparisons do no more than illustrate, in particular cases, the very profound analogy that human thought seems to conceive between the act of copulating and that of eating everywhere in the world, to such an extent that a very large number of languages designate them by the same word.8f In Yoruba, “to eat” and “to marry” are said with a single verb, which has the general sense “to win, to acquire”: this is symmetrical with the usage in French, which applies the verb consommer to a marriage and a meal.23 In the language of the Koko Yao of the Cape York Peninsula, the word kuta kuta has the double meaning of incest and cannibalism, which are the hyperbolic forms of sexual union and food consumption; for the same reason, eating the totem and committing incest are said in the same way in Ponape; and among the Mashona and Matabele of Africa, the word “totem” also means “sister’s vulva,” which furnishes an indirect verification for the equivalence between copulating and eating.

      If ingestion of the totem is a form of cannibalism, we can understand that real or symbolic cannibalism might be the punishment reserved for those who—deliberately or not—violate the prohibition: in Samoa, the culprit is symbolically cooked in an oven. But the equivalence is verified anew in the parallel custom of the Wotjobaluk of Australia, where a man who has committed the crime of carrying off a woman prohibited by the law of exogamy is actually eaten by the totemic group. Without searching so far or invoking other exotic rites, let me quote Tertullian: “Gluttony is the gateway to impurity” (De Jejuniis, I) and Saint John Chrysostom: “Fasting is the beginning of chastity” (Homilia in Epistolam II ad Thessalonnicenses).

      These analogies could be multiplied infinitely; those I have quoted as examples show how vain it is to seek to establish a relation of priority between food prohibitions and rules of exogamy. The connection between them is not causal, but metaphorical. Sexual and food relations are immediately thought of in terms of similarity, even today: to confirm this, it is enough to refer to slang coinages such as faire frire (“to fry”), passer à la casserole (“to put into the pot,” both meaning, to put it delicately, to seduce), and so on.24 But what is the reason for this fact, and for its universality? Here, too, the level of logic is reached through semantic impoverishment: the common denominator of the union of the sexes and that of the eater and the eaten is that both of them carry out a conjunction through complementarity:

      
        What is destitute of motion is the food of those endowed with locomotion; (animals) without fangs (are the food) of those with fangs, those without hands of those who possess hands, and the timid of the bold. (Laws of Manu, V, 29–30)25

      

      If the equivalence that is most familiar to us, and also, no doubt, most widespread throughout the world, posits the male as eater, the female as eaten, it must not be forgetten that the inverse formula is often given, on the mythical plane, in the theme of the vagina dentata, which, significantly, is “coded” in terms of food, that is, in a direct style (thus confirming the law of mythic thinking that the transformation of a metaphor is accomplished with a metonym). It is possible, moreover, that the vagina dentata theme would correspond to a perspective that is no longer inverted but direct in the sexual philosophy of the Far East, where, as the works of Van Gulik have established (Van Gulik 1, 2), the arts of the bedroom consist essentially, for the man, in avoiding having his vital force absorbed by the woman, and turning this risk around to his own advantage.

      This logical subordination of resemblance to contrast is exemplified in the complex attitudes observed by certain so-called totemic peoples toward the body parts of their eponymous animals. The Tikuna of the upper Solimões, who have a “hypertotemic” form of exogamy (members of the Toucan clan may marry neither among themselves nor with a member of a clan bearing the name of a bird, and so on), freely consume the eponymous animal, but they respect and preserve one part of it as sacred, and use others as distinctive decorations (Alviano). The totemic animal can thus be divided into an edible part, a part to be respected, and an emblematic part. The Elema of southern New Guinea observe an extremely strict food prohibition toward their totems, but each clan has an exclusive privilege for the ornamental use of beak, feathers, tail, and so forth (Frazer, 2:41).26 Both cases thus show an opposition between edible and inedible parts, homologous with that between the categories of food and emblem. For the Elema, this opposition is signaled by a double exclusivism, negative or positive: in relation to the totemic species, each clan abstains from the meat but retains the parts that denote specific characteristics. The Tikuna are equally exclusive with regard to the distinctive parts, but adopt the same attitude toward all kinds of meat (by which animals that are edible but distinct in species resemble each other as food). The group of attitudes can be depicted as shown in the following diagram.

      
        [image: ]

      
      The fur, feathers, beak, teeth can be mine because they are what make the eponymous animal and me differ from each other: this difference is assumed by man as an emblem, and in order to affirm his symbolic relationship with the animal; while the edible, and thus assimilable, parts are the index of a consubstantiality that is real, but which, contrary to what we might imagine, the food prohibition has as its true purpose to deny. Ethnologists have made the mistake of taking only the second aspect into account, which has led them to conceive of the relation between man and animal as univocal, in the form of identity, affinity, or participation. In fact, things are infinitely more complex: it is a matter of a trade-off of similarities against differences between culture and nature, situated sometimes among animals, on the one hand, and among men, on the other, and sometimes between animals and men.

      The differences among animals, which man can extract from nature and inscribe into culture’s account (either by describing them in terms of oppositions and contrasts, and so conceptualizing them, or by taking parts that are concrete but not perishable—feathers, beaks, teeth—an act that is equally an “abstraction”), are taken on as emblems by groups of men in order to misrepresent their own similarities. And the same animals are withdrawn as food by the same groups of men. In other words: the resemblance between man and animal, resulting from the fact that the former can assimilate the flesh of the latter, is denied, but only to the extent that it is perceived that the inverse course would entail a recognition, on the part of men, of their common nature. Therefore, the flesh of just any animal species must not be assimilable by just any group of men.

      Now, it is clear that the second approach is derived from the first, as a possible, but not necessary, consequence: food prohibitions do not always accompany totemic classifications, and they are logically subordinate to them. Thus, they do not pose a separate problem. If, by way of food prohibitions, men deny that there is a real animal nature to their humanity, it is because they must take on the symbolic features by which they distinguish animals from one another (and which furnish a natural model of differentiation) in order to create differences among themselves.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Four

        TOTEM AND CASTE

      
      The exchange of women and the exchange of food are ways of ensuring the reciprocal interlocking of social groups, or of making this interlocking manifest. It will, then, be understood that when it is a question of procedures of the same type (which are, indeed, generally conceived as two aspects of the same procedure), they can, depending on the case, either be present simultaneously, cumulating their effects (with both of them on the plane of the real, or with only one on the plane of the real and the other on a symbolic plane), or present themselves alternatively, only one of them having charge of the whole function, or representing it symbolically1 if it is carried out in another way, as may also happen in the absence of both procedures:

      
        If . . . we find exogamy concurrently with totemism among a given people, it is because this people has chosen to reinforce the social cohesion already established by totemism by adapting another system to it, a system that is connected with the first by the factor of physical and social kinship, and is distinguished from, though not opposed to, it by the elimination of cosmic kinship. Exogamy can play this same role in societies [sociétés générales] built on bases other than totemism; and the geographical distribution of the two institutions coincides only at certain points on the globe. (Van Gennep, 351–52)2

      

      And yet we know that exogamy is never completely absent, for, the perpetuation of the group being carried out ineluctably through women, marriage exchanges are the only ones that always have a real content, even if the particular manner in which each society organizes them, or conceives their mechanism, permits the introduction of symbolic content in varying doses. For food exchanges, it is different: Aranda women truly bear children, but Aranda men are limited to imagining that their rituals provoke the multiplication of totem species. In one case, then, it is first of all a way of doing, even if described by means of a conventional language that imposes its constraints in return; in the other, it is merely a way of speaking.

      Whatever the case, examples of the combination of exogamy and food prohibitions have attracted particular attention, because the repetition of the same scheme on two different planes gave these examples greater consistency and made them appear simpler. These reasons, above all, led toward a definition of totemism as the parallelism between food prohibitions and the rules of exogamy, and the treatment of this supplementarity of customs as a privileged phenomenon. Cases exist, however, in which the relationship is not supplementary, but complementary, with marriage and food customs in a dialectical relation with each other. Clearly, this form also belongs to the same group. And the sciences of man can identify their object only at the level of the group, and not at that of one arbitrarily isolated transformation or another.

      In an earlier chapter, I cited the testimony of a botanist on the extreme purity of seed types in the agriculture of so-called primitive peoples, in this case among the Indians of Guatemala. Now, we know from other sources that a veritable terror of agricultural exchanges reigns in this region: a transplanted seedling can take the spirit of the plant with it, and the plant will disappear from its original locality. One can, then, exchange women while at the same time refusing to exchange seeds. The case is frequent in Melanesia.

      The inhabitants of the island of Dobu, southeast of New Guinea, are divided into matrilineal lineages, susu. Husband and wife, who necessarily belong to different susu, each brings his or her own seed yams, which they cultivate in distinct gardens, and which are never mixed. No salvation3 for one who does not possess his or her own seed; a woman who has lost hers would not be able to marry, and would be reduced to the state of fisherwoman, thief, or beggar; what is more, seed that does not come from the susu would not sprout, since agriculture is possible only thanks to magic inherited from the maternal uncle: it is ritual that makes the yams grow big.

      These precautions and scruples are based on the belief that yams are persons: “Like women, they give birth to children” (Fortune 2, 107). At night they walk about; it is necessary to wait for them to return before harvesting them. Whence the rule that they must not be dug up too early in the morning: the yams might not have returned yet (108). Whence as well the conviction that the successful cultivator is a magician who has enticed his neighbor’s yams to move and settle in his own garden. The man with a good crop is considered a successful thief (Fortune 2, 83).

      Beliefs of the same type existed in France itself, and until quite recently. In the Middle Ages, death was the punishment for “the witch who defiled and damaged the wheat; who, by reciting the psalm Super aspidem ambulabis, emptied the fields of their grain to fill her granary in short order with that goodly wheat.” In Latin this was called excantare fruges. And it was not long ago that in Cubjac, in the Périgord, a magical invocation assured a good crop of turnips to the person who uttered it: “May those of our neighbors be as big as millet seeds, those of our kinsmen as big as grains of wheat, and our own as big as the head of Fauvel the ox!” (Rocal, 164–65).1f

      Now, except for the minimal exogamy resulting from the prohibition of certain degrees of kinship, European peasant societies advocated strict local endogamy. And it is significant that in Dobu an exacerbated version of endo-agriculture could surface as symbolic compensation for lineage and village exogamy, which is practiced with repugnance and even dread: despite a generally enforced endogamy at the level of the locality—comprising between four and twenty neighboring villages—marriage, even in a nearby village, is believed to put a man at the mercy of assassins and sorcerers, and he always considers his wife as a potential magician ready to deceive him with her childhood friends and destroy both him and his people (Fortune 2). In a case of this sort, endo-agriculture reinforces a latent tendency toward endogamy, if, indeed, it is not a symbolic expression of hostility toward the rules of a precarious exogamy, begrudgingly practiced. The situation is the symmetrical inverse of that prevailing in Australia, where dietary prohibitions and rules of exogamy reinforce each other and, as has been seen, in a way that is more symbolic and clearly conceptualized in patrilineal societies (in which the food prohibitions are flexible and preferentially formulated in terms of moieties, that is, on a plane that is already abstract and lends itself to binary coding by pairs of oppositions), more literal and concrete in matrilineal societies (in which prohibitions are strict and formulated in terms of clans, and it is often doubtful whether these belong to systematic sets, given the historical and demographic factors that must have played a determinant role in their genesis).

      Apart from these cases of parallelism, positive or negative, there are others in which the reciprocity of social groups expresses itself only on a single plane. The marriage rules of the Omaha are formalized in a very different manner from those of the Aranda: instead of the class of the spouse being determined with precision, as in the Aranda case, among the Omaha all clans that are not expressly forbidden are permitted. On the plane of food, however, the Omaha have rituals that are quite close to the Aranda intichiuma:2f the sacred corn is entrusted to the guardianship of specific clans, which distribute it annually to the others to give life to their seeds (Fletcher and La Flesche). The totemic clans of the Nandi of Kenya are not exogamous; but this “nonfunctionality” at the level of marriage exchange is compensated for by an extraordinary development of clan prohibitions not only on the plane of food, but also on those of technical and economic activities, costume, and the prevention of marriages due to details of the personal history of the prohibited spouse (Hollis, 8–11).5 It is impossible to construct a system out of these differences; the distinctions recognized among the groups seem rather to result from a propensity to accept all statistical fluctuations, which is, in another form and on another plane, also the method used in so-called “Crow-Omaha” kinship systems and in contemporary Western societies to ensure a global balance of matrimonial exchanges.3f

      This emergence of more complex methods of articulation than those resulting only from rules of exogamy or food prohibitions, or even from both together, is particularly striking in the case of the Baganda (who live close to the Nandi), because they seem to have combined all of the forms. The Baganda were divided into approximately forty clans, kika, each with a common totem, miziro, whose consumption was prohibited by virtue of a rule of food rationing: in depriving itself of a totemic food, each clan makes it available in greater quantities for the other clans. This is a modest counterpart of the Australian pretension that by refraining from consuming its totem, each clan acquires the power to multiply it (Roscoe, 137).

      As in Australia, each clan is linked to a territory, which, among the Baganda, is usually a hill. Finally, a secondary totem, kabiro, is added to the principal one. Each Baganda clan is thus defined by two totems, food prohibitions, a territorial domain. To these are added prerogatives, such as the eligibility of its members for the kingship and other dignities, providing kingly wives, making and caring for regalia, ritual obligations to provide other clans with certain kinds of food; technical specializations: the Mushroom clan is the sole maker of bark cloth, all blacksmiths come from the clan of the Tailless Cow, and so on; finally, certain prohibitions (women of some clans cannot give birth to a male child of royal blood), and the right to bear certain proper names (see Roscoe).

      

      * * *

      In cases of this kind, we no longer know exactly what type of society we are dealing with: the totem clans of the Baganda are undeniably also functional castes. At first sight, however, nothing seems more opposed than these two institutional forms. We have become accustomed to associating totem groups with the most “primitive” civilizations, while we think of castes as an aspect of highly evolved societies, sometimes even of literate societies. Finally, a solid tradition links totem institutions to the strictest forms of exogamy; and, on the contrary, if an ethnologist were asked to define the concept of caste, it is pretty certain that the first thing he would cite would be the rule of endogamy.7

      So it might well surprise us that the earliest observers of Australian societies, between about 1830 and 1850, often used the word “caste” to designate matrimonial classes, even though they vaguely suspected their function (Thomas, 34–35). We should not neglect these intuitions, which retain the freshness and vivacity of a still intact reality and a vision that has not been altered by theoretical speculations. Without going to the root of the problem at this point, it is clear that, from a superficial point of view, there are certain analogies between Australian tribes and caste societies: in both, each group exercises a special task that is indispensable for the collectivity as a whole, and complementary to the functions attributed to other groups.

      This appears particularly clearly in the case of tribes in which clans or moieties are bound by a rule of reciprocity. Among the Kaitish and the Unmatjera, northern neighbors of the Aranda, there is a rule that requires an individual who gathers wild seeds in the territory of the Grass-Seed totem group to obtain permission to consume them from its chief. It is the duty of each totem group to provide other groups with the plants or animals for whose “production” it is especially responsible. Thus, a solitary hunter belonging to the Emu clan may not touch that animal. But in company he may, and perhaps must, kill it so as to offer it as food to hunters belonging to other clans. Conversely, a solitary hunter of the Water clan has the right to drink if he is thirsty, but when in company he must receive the water from a member of the opposite moiety, preferably a brother-in-law (Spencer and Gillen, 159–60). Among the Warramunga, each totem group is responsible for the increase of a specific plant or animal species and its availability to other groups: “The members of one moiety . . . take charge . . . of the ceremonies of the other moiety which are destined to secure the increase of their own food supply” (Spencer and Gillen, 164). Both among the Warramunga and the Warlpiri, the secondary totemic prohibitions (affecting the maternal totem) are lifted when the food is obtained through the intermediary of a man of the other moiety. More generally, and for any totem, there is a distinction between those groups who never consume it (because it is their own totem), groups that consume it if it is obtained through the intermediary of another group (the case for maternal totems), and finally, groups that consume it freely and in all circumstances. The same is true for the sacred water holes: women never go near them, uninitiated men approach them without drinking from them, while other groups go up to them and drink, providing the water is offered to them by members of groups that are allowed to drink freely (Spencer and Gillen, 167). This reciprocal dependence is already manifest in marriage, which, as Radcliffe-Brown demonstrated for Australia (but one could say as much for a number of other clan societies, such as the Iroquois), was based on reciprocal offerings of (feminine) vegetable food and (masculine) animal food: in such cases, the conjugal family appears as a miniature society with two castes (Radcliffe-Brown 1, 435).

      There is thus less of a difference than it might seem between societies that, like certain Australian tribes, assign a distinctive magico-economic function to totem groupings and, for example, the Bororo of central Brazil, among whom the same function of “liberation” of products for consumption—whether animal or vegetable—is reserved to specialists, who assume it for the entire group (Colbacchini and Albisetti). We are thus led to be suspicious of the radical nature of the opposition between endogamous castes and exogamous totem groups: are there not relations between these two extreme types whose nature would be clearer if we could show the existence of intermediate forms?

      In another work (Lévi-Strauss 6), I stressed what is in my view a fundamental trait of so-called totemic institutions: they propose a homology, not between social groups and natural species, but between the differences existing, on the one hand, on the level of groups and, on the other, on the level of species.4f These institutions are thus based on the postulate of a homology between two systems of differences, one situated in nature, the other in culture. In denoting homological relations by vertical lines, a “pure totemic structure” could thus be represented in the following way:
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      This structure would be profoundly altered if homologies between terms were added to the homology between relations, or if—going a step further—the global system of homologies shifted from relations to terms:
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      In this case, the implicit content of the structure will no longer be that clan 1 differs from clan 2 as, for example, the eagle differs from the bear, but that clan 1 is in itself like the eagle and clan 2 in itself like the bear;9 that is, that the nature of clan 1 and the nature of clan 2 will each be put into question in isolation, rather than the formal relation between them.

      It happens that the transformation we have just envisaged as a theoretical possibility can sometimes be directly observed. The islanders of the Torres Straits have totemic clans; on Mabuiag, they number about thirty. These exogamous and patrilineal clans were grouped into two moieties, composed respectively of land animals and sea animals. On Tutu and Saibai, this distribution corresponded, it seems, to a territorial division inside the village. At the time of A. C. Haddon’s expedition,10 this structure was already in a state of advanced decay. Nevertheless, the natives had a very vivid sentiment of a physical and psychological affinity between men and their totems and of a corresponding obligation for each group to perpetuate a type of conduct: the Cassowary, Crocodile, Snake, Shark, and Hammer-head Shark clans were reputed to love fighting; those of the Shovel-nosed Skate, Ray, and Sucker-fish were said to be peaceable. Nothing could be affirmed about the Dog clan, dogs being of a changeable disposition. People of the Crocodile were held to be strong and ruthless, those of the Cassowary were supposed to have long legs and excel in races (Frazer, 2:3–9, quoting Haddon and Rivers). It would be interesting to know whether such beliefs were vestigial survivals of the old organization, or whether they developed along with the decay of the rules of exogamy.

      The fact is that similar, although less developed, beliefs are observed among the Menomini Indians of the Great Lakes region and, farther north, among the Chippewa. In this group, people of the Fish clan were noted for long lives, and for the scantiness and thinness of their hair: all bald people were assumed to come from this clan. On the contrary, people of the Bear clan were distinguished by long, thick black hair, which never turned white with age, and by their choleric and combative temperament. A loud, ringing voice was attributed to the Crane clan, and it was this clan that provided orators for the tribe (Kinietz, 76–77).

      Let us pause for a moment to consider the theoretical implications of these speculations. When nature and culture are conceived of as two systems of differences between which there exists a formal analogy, what stands out is the systematic character specific to each domain. Social groups are distinguished from each other; but they remain solidary as parts of the same whole, and the law of exogamy offers a way to reconcile this balanced opposition between diversity and unity. But if social groups are viewed less from the perspective of their reciprocal relations in social life than as each one for itself, in relation to a reality of an order other than the sociological one, then we can predict that the point of view of diversity will win out over that of unity. Each social group will tend to form a system, not with the other social groups, but with certain differential properties construed as hereditary, and these exclusive features of the groups will weaken their solidary articulation within the society. To the extent that each group will seek to define itself through the image it gives itself of a natural model, it will have more and more difficulty, on the social plane, in maintaining its links with other groups and, especially, exchanging its sisters and daughters with them, since it will tend to think of them as being of a particular “species.” Two images—one social, the other natural, and each internally articulated on its own—will be replaced by a socio-natural image that is single, but fragmented:5f
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      To be sure, it is only to facilitate exposition, and because this book is devoted to ideology and superstructures, that I seem to be giving these a kind of priority.11 It is in no way my intention to imply that ideological transformations generate social transformations. The inverse alone is true: the conceptions that men create of the relations between nature and culture are a function of the way in which their own social relations are modified. But since the object here is to sketch a theory of superstructures, it is unavoidable, for reasons of method, that these be given privileged attention, and that I may appear to bracket, or place in a subordinate rank, major phenomena that, for the moment, are not part of the program. And yet we are only studying shadows cast on the wall of the cave, without forgetting that the attention we lend them is all that gives them a semblance of reality.12

      

      * * *

      That being said, we run less of a risk of misunderstanding if I summarize what has preceded as an account of the conceptual transformation marking the passage from exogamy to endogamy (a passage that is evidently possible in both directions). Some, at least, of the Algonquian tribes that were the source of the last examples had a hierarchical clan structure, something that may be suspected of causing some strain for the functioning of an exogamy formulated in egalitarian terms. But it is in the southeastern United States, among tribes of the Muskogean linguistic group, that hybrid institutional forms, halfway between totem groups and castes, are most clearly observed, something that also explains the uncertainty over their endogamous or exogamous character.

      The Chickasaw were perhaps exogamous at the level of clans and endogamous at that of moieties. In any case, moieties had the characteristic—remarkable for structures of this type—of an exclusivism that bordered on hostility: sickness and death were often attributed to the witchcraft of members of the opposite moiety (Swanton 2, 195). Each moiety celebrated its rites in jealous isolation; members of the other moiety who witnessed them might be put to death. The same attitude existed among the Creek; at the level of moieties, it recalls quite strikingly that which prevailed among the Aranda at the level of totem groups: each performed its rites “among themselves,” even though the benefit was solely “for the others”—which shows, it may be said in passing, that endo-praxis and exo-praxis can never be defined separately and in the absolute, but only as complementary aspects of an ambiguous relation to self and others, as Morgan demonstrated against McLennan.13

      Moieties, which probably served to form opposing teams in sports competitions, were assumed to differ by type of residence and temperament: one, which was warlike, preferred open terrain; the other, peace-loving, lived deep in the woods. The moieties may also have been hierarchized, as is suggested by some of the names by which they were known: “their hickory chopping” (that is, substantial lodges) and “their worn-out place” (that is, hovels) (Swanton 2, 192). And yet these hierarchical differences, both psychic and functional, became manifest above all on the level of clans or their subdivisions into house groups. In indigenous evocations of the past, formulas applied to each clan or house group constantly recur, like a leitmotif: “These people had ways of their own (196) . . . (Their) customs and habits were different from those of any other (202) . . . their peculiar customs and habits (208) . . . They were a peculiar people, indeed, different from all others . . .” (Swanton 2, 209). These idiosyncrasies were of very different orders: place of residence, economic activity, costume, food, talents and tastes.

      People of the Raccoon clan fed mostly on fish and wild fruits (199); those of the Panther clan lived in the mountains, avoided water, which they greatly feared, and fed principally on game. People of the Wildcat slept in the daytime, hunting by night since they were gifted with especially keen eyesight; they were not particularly interested in women (200). Members of the Bird clan woke up before daylight: “They were like real birds in that they would not bother anybody . . . The people of this clan have different sorts of minds, just as there are different species of birds . . . they had many wives . . . they did not work at all, but had an easy time going through life . . . they had many offspring, as birds have.”

      People of the Red Fox were professional thieves, living deep in the woods and “doing whatever they liked.” Nomadic and shiftless, the “wandering Iksa” were nonetheless healthy and strong, “for they did not do anything to run themselves down.” They moved very slowly, convinced they were going to live forever; men and women did not take care of their hair and did not care how they dressed or appeared; they lived as beggars and were lazy (202–3). The inhabitants of the Bending-post-oak house group, located in the woods, were unstable of temperament, not very energetic, loved to dance, were always anxious and worried; they were early risers and made many mistakes. People of the High Corncrib house group were not much esteemed by others, although they thought a great deal of themselves:14 good gardeners, very industrious, but did not hunt much; they bartered their corn for game. They were said to be truthful and stubborn, and knew a great deal about the weather. As for the dwellings of the Red Skunk house group, they were all underground (Swanton 2, 190–213).

      This information was collected at a time when traditional institutions no longer existed except in the memory of elderly informants, and it is clear that in part it consists of old wives’ tales. No society could allow itself to “play nature” to such an extent, lest it split into a multitude of independent and hostile bands, each of which would contest the humanity of the others. The testimonies assembled by Swanton are sociological myths as much as, or more than, ethnographic information. Nevertheless, the richness, the resemblances they present among themselves, the unity of the scheme inspiring them, the existence of the same kind of evidence from neighboring groups, all suggest that even if the real institutions were very different, we have here, at least, a kind of conceptual model of Chickasaw society. The model presents the enormous interest of suggesting a caste society, even though the attributes of castes, and their relations, are coded in terms of natural species, that is, in the manner of totem groups. Moreover, the putative relations between clans and their eponyms are in keeping with those found in “totemic” societies of the classical type: either the clan descends from the animal, or a human ancestor of the clan contracted a marriage with an animal in mythical times. Now, these Muskogean societies, which are at the least conceived as if they were composed of “natural” castes—that is, in which culture is conceived of as a projection or reflection of nature—form a link between the societies that the classical authors used to illustrate their conception of totemism (tribes of the Plains and the Southwest) and societies, such as the Natchez, which offer one of the rare examples of true castes that we know of for North America.

      We have now established that in the two classical lands of alleged totemism, the institutions defined in reference to this misleading notion could either, as in Australia, also be characterized from a functional point of view or, as in America, give way to forms that actually function as castes, although still conceived on a totemic model.

      Let us now shift to India, also a classical land, but of castes. We will observe that upon contact with the caste system, allegedly totemic institutions undergo a transformation that is symmetrical and inverse to that affecting them in America: instead of castes being conceived of on a natural model, here it is totem groups that are conceived of on a cultural model.

      The totemic names found in certain tribes15 of Bengal are, in the majority, of animal or plant origin. Such is the case of some sixty-seven totems recorded among the Oraon of Chota Nagpur, with the exception of iron, which, given the pointlessness of prohibiting it as a food, was the object of a ban on touching it to the lips or tongue; in this way the prohibition is still formulated in terms that bring it closer to a food prohibition. Among the Munda of the same region, the 340 exogamous clans that have been registered have, in the majority, animal and plant totems whose consumption is forbidden. But totems of a different type have been noted: full moon, moonlight, rainbow, month of the year, day of the week, copper bracelet, veranda, umbrella, professions or castes such as those of basketmaker and torchbearer (Risley, vol. 2 and app. 1:113–14). Farther west, the forty-three names of the Bhil clans include nineteen plants, seventeen animals, and seven relating to objects: dagger, broken pitcher, village, goad, lacquer armlet or leg-ring, piece of bread (Koppers, 143–44).

      It is especially farther south that the reversal of the relation between natural species and manufactured objects or products is observed. The clans of the Devanga, a caste of weavers in Madras, have names that indicate very few plants and almost no animals. Instead, we find the following names: buttermilk, cattle-pen, money, dam, houses, collyrium, knife, scissors, boat, clay lamp, female cloth, cloths, ropes for hanging pots, old plow, monastery, cart, funeral pyre, roof tile. The Kuruba of Mysore have sixty-seven exogamous clans with animal or plant names or designated as follows: cart, cup, silver, flint, roll of woolen thread, bangle, gold, gold ring, pickaxe, colored border of a cloth, stick, blanket, measure, moustache, loom, bamboo tube, and so on (Thurston, 2:160–61, 4:141–42).

      It is possible that this phenomenon is peripheral rather than southern, for it is tempting to compare it with the mythical role bestowed on manfactured objects by certain tribes of Southeast Asia: saber, knife, lance, needle, pillar, rope, and so forth. Whatever the case, in India, manufactured objects used as clan names receive special respect, in the same way as totemic plants and animals: either they are worshiped on the occasion of weddings, or the respect they are given takes a weird and specific form. Thus, among the Bhil, the Broken Pot clan has the obligation to gather fragments of pottery of a certain type and give them a burial. Sometimes a certain freshness of invention seems perceptible: the Arisana gotram of the Kuruba bears the name of turmeric; but since it would be troublesome—it is said—to make do without so essential a spice, the korra seed takes its place as forbidden food.

      

      * * *

      Heterogeneous lists of clan names are known elsewhere in the world; there are notably (and perhaps significantly) cases in the north of Australia, the part of the continent most permeable to outside influences. Individual totems, such as a razor blade and a coin, have been noted in Africa:

      
        When I asked [the Dinka] what I myself should invoke as my clan-divinity, it was half-jokingly suggested that I should invoke Typewriter, Paper, and Lorry, for were these not the things which had always helped my people and which were passed on to Europeans by their ancestors? (Lienhardt, 110)

      

      But this heterogeneous character is nowhere so pronounced as in India, where totemic names include a high proportion of manufactured objects, that is, products or symbols of functional activities that—because in a caste system they are clearly differentiated—can, within the tribe or the caste itself, serve to express distinctive differences between social groupings. Everything happens as if, in America, rudimentary castes had been contaminated by totemic classifications, while in India vestiges of totem groups have been won over to a symbolism that is technical and occupational in inspiration. This kind of back-and-forth will be less surprising if we realize that there is a way of translating Australian institutions into the language of castes that is more elegant and direct than the one used earlier.

      I suggested, in fact, that since each totem group takes control of an animal or plant species for the benefit of other groups, such functional specializations resemble, from a certain point of view, those assumed by professional castes, which also exercise a distinctive activity necessary to the life and well-being of the whole group. Yet a caste of potters actually makes pots, a caste of launderers really washes clothes, a caste of barbers does in fact shave people, while the magical powers of Australian totem groups belong to the imaginary order;16 the distinction still matters, even if both the putative beneficiaries of magical powers and those who, in good faith, claim to possess them believe in their effectiveness. Yet the connection between sorcerer and natural species cannot be conceived logically on the same model as that between the artisan and his product: only in mythical times did the totemic animals originate directly from the ancestor’s body. Nowadays, it is kangaroos that produce kangaroos: the sorcerer can only help them to do so.

      But if we consider Australian institutions (and others as well) from a broader perspective, we perceive a domain in which the parallel with a caste system is much clearer: for this, it is enough to focus our attention on social organization rather than religious beliefs and practices. For the first observers of Australian societies were, in a sense, correct to designate marriage classes with the name of castes: an Australian section produces its women for other sections in the same way that an occupational caste produces goods and services that other castes must seek from that caste alone . . . It would thus be a superficial view to oppose them simply in terms of exogamy and endogamy. In fact, occupational castes and totem groups are equally “exo-practical,” the former on the plane of exchanges of goods and services, the latter on that of marriage exchanges.

      But in both cases a coefficient of “endo-praxis” can always be detected. Castes are ostensibly endogamous, with the exception of restrictions on marriage, which, as I have shown elsewhere (Lévi-Strauss 1, chap. 25), tended to multiply in compensation. Australian groupings are exogamous, but most often following a formula of restricted exchange, which is an imitation of endogamy within exogamy itself, since restricted exchange is characteristic of groups that consider themselves closed and whose internal exchanges fold back upon themselves: it is thus opposed to generalized exchange, more open to the outside, and allowing the incorporation of new groups without an alteration of structure. These relations can be illustrated by a diagram:

      
        [image: ]

      
      Here we see that restricted exchange, a “closed” form of exogamy, is logically closer to endogamy than generalized exchange, an “open” form.

      This is not all. Between the women who are exchanged and goods or services that are exchanged as well, there exists a fundamental difference: the former are biological individuals, that is, natural products, begotten naturally by other biological individuals; the latter are manufactured objects (or operations carried out by means of techniques and manufactured objects), that is, social products fabricated culturally by technical agents; the symmetry between occupational castes and totem groups is an inverted symmetry. The principle of their differentiation is borrowed from culture in the one case and from nature in the other.

      But such symmetry exists only on an ideological plane; it has no concrete basis. With regard to culture, occupational specialties are truly different and complementary; but the same could not be said, with regard to nature, of the specialization of exogamous groupings for the purpose of producing women of different species. For if occupations do indeed constitute distinct “social species,” women coming from different sections or subsections nevertheless all belong to the same natural species.

      Such is the trap laid by reality for the imagination of men, and from which they have attempted to escape by seeking a real diversity in the order of nature, the only objective model from which (in the absence of a division of labor and occupational specialization, if these are not known) they can draw inspiration for establishing among themselves relations of complementarity and cooperation. In other words, they conceptualize these relations on the basis of the model by which (and also in terms of their own social relations) they conceptualize the relations among natural species. There exist, in fact, only two true models of concrete diversity: one, on the plane of nature, is that of the diversity of species; the other, on the plane of culture, is offered by the diversity of functions. Situated between these two true models, the one illustrated by marriage exchanges presents an ambiguous and equivocal character: for women are alike as far as nature is concerned, and it is solely from the perspective of culture that they may be posited as different. But if the first perspective prevails (as is the case when the model of diversity chosen is the nature model), resemblance wins out over difference: women, certainly, have to be exchanged since they have been decreed to be different; but this exchange presupposes that they be regarded, in the end, as alike. In contrast, when the other perspective is taken, and we adopt a cultural model of diversity, difference, which corresponds to the cultural aspect, wins out over resemblance: women are recognized as alike among themselves only within the limits of their respective cultural groups, and thus women cannot be exchanged between one caste and another. Castes posit women as naturally heterogeneous; totem groups posit them as culturally heterogeneous; and the final reason for the difference between the two systems is that castes really do exploit cultural heterogeneity, while totem groups offer only the illusion of exploiting natural heterogeneity.

      What has just been said can be expressed in another way. Castes, which are defined on the basis of a cultural model, actually exchange cultural objects, but, as the price for the symmetry they postulate between nature and culture, they are obliged to conceive their natural production on a natural model, in that castes are made up of biological beings: a production that consists of women, whom these biological beings produce and who produce them. It follows from this that women are diversified on the model of natural species: they can no more be exchanged than these species can be crossed. Totem groups pay a symmetrical and inverse price. They are defined according to a natural model, and they exchange natural objects: the women whom they produce and who produce them naturally. The symmetry postulated between nature and culture thus entails the assimilation of natural species on the plane of culture. Just as women, homogeneous with regard to nature, are declared heterogeneous with regard to culture, so natural species, heterogeneous with regard to nature, are proclaimed homogeneous with regard to culture: in fact, culture asserts that they are all subject to the same kind of beliefs and practices since they offer, in the eyes of culture, the shared characteristic that man has the power to control them and make them multiply. As a consequence, men culturally exchange women, who perpetuate these same men naturally; and men claim to perpetuate species culturally, which they exchange sub specie naturae:17 in the form of food products that can be substituted for one another because they are edible and because—as is also true for women—a man can satisfy himself with certain foods and dispense with others, to the extent that any woman or any food is equally suitable for serving the ends of procreation or subsistence.

      

      * * *

      We thus arrive at the common properties of which occupational castes and totem groups offer inverse illustrations. Castes are heterogeneous with regard to function and so can be homogeneous with regard to structure: the diversity of functions being real, complementarity is established at this level, and the functionality of marriage exchanges—between the same social units—would be a case of accumulation of functions (we have already seen why this is without practical value; compare pp. 121–22). Conversely, totem groups are homogeneous with regard to function, since this has no real effect and amounts, in all groups, to repeating the same illusion; these groups must thus be heterogeneous with regard to structure, each group being statutorily assigned to the production of women of a different social species.

      In totemism, consequently, a purported reciprocity is made up of mutually homogeneous modes of conduct that are merely juxtaposed: each group similarly imagines itself to have magical power over a species; but since this illusion is without foundation, it exists only as an empty form, identical as such to other forms. Genuine reciprocity results from the articulation of two processes: that of nature, which is developed through women, who give birth to men and women; and that of culture, which men develop by qualifying these women socially even as they are born naturally.

      In the system of castes, reciprocity is manifested through functional specialization; it is thus lived on the plane of culture. As a consequence, valences of homogeneity are set free; originally purely formal, the analogy posited between human groups and natural species becomes substantial (as was shown by the example of the Chickasaw and the formula, cited above, from the Laws of Manu; compare p. 118); endogamy becomes available, since genuine reciprocity is ensured in another way.

      But this symmetry has its limits. Certainly, totem groups mimic functional prestations: beyond the fact that these remain imaginary, they are not cultural either, since they are situated not at the level of the arts of civilization, but at that of a mendacious usurpation of natural capacities that man lacks as a biological species. Certainly, in caste systems we also find the equivalent of food prohibitions, but, significantly, these are primarily expressed in the inverse form of “endo-cuisine,” and, in addition, they are manifested at the level of the preparation rather than the production of food, which is to say on the cultural plane: prohibitions that are precise and detailed, but above all with regard to culinary procedures and utensils.

      Finally, women are naturally interchangeable (from the point of view of their anatomical structure and physiological functions), and where they are concerned, culture finds the field open for playing the great game of differentiation (whether it be regarded positively or negatively, and so exploited as the foundation for either exogamy or endogamy); but different foods, for their part, are not altogether substitutable. In this second domain, play reaches its limits more quickly: we are all the more reluctant to classify all foods as totemic since, as was seen above, it is more difficult to make do without turmeric than without korra. Now, this is all the more true for occupational functions: because they really are different and complementary, they permit the foundation of reciprocity in its most genuine form. Yet, they exclude negative reciprocity and so set limits to the logical harmony of the caste system. Every caste remains partially “endo-functional”; since the differential services its first mission is to provide to other castes are decreed to be irreplaceable, it cannot forbid rendering these services to itself. Otherwise, who is going to shave the barber?

      It is thus not the same thing to introduce a (socially) constitutive diversity into a single natural species—the human species—and to project onto the social plane the (naturally) constituted diversity of plant and animal species. Societies with totem groups and exogamous sections may well believe that they are succeeding in playing the same game with species that are different and women who are identical. They fail to notice the fact that, women being identical, it truly depends on the social will to make them different, while, species being different, no one can make them identical, that is, all subject to the same will: men produce other men, they do not produce ostriches.

      Nonetheless, it remains the case that on a very general plane, an equivalence can be perceived between the two great systems of differences to which men have had recourse in conceptualizing their social relations. Simplifying considerably, we could say that castes project themselves as natural species, while totem groups project natural species as castes. But this formulation should be nuanced: castes falsely naturalize a true culture; totem groups truly culturalize a false nature.

      From both perspectives, we must admit that the system of social functions corresponds to the system of natural species, the world of beings to the world of objects; and thus recognize, in the system of natural species and in that of manufactured objects, two mediating sets used by man to transcend the opposition between nature and culture, and think them as a totality. But there is yet another way to do this.

      Several hunting tribes of North America recount that at the beginning of time buffaloes were ferocious beasts and “all bone”: not only inedible for man, but cannibals as well. Men thus formerly served as food for the animal that, in later times, was to constitute their food par excellence, but which then was an inverted food since it was animal food in its inedible form: bone. How is such a complete reversal to be explained?

      It happened, says the myth, that a buffalo fell in love with a girl and wanted to marry her. This girl was the only one of her sex in a community of men; for a man had conceived her after a thorny plant had pricked him. The woman thus appears as the product of a negative conjunction between a nature hostile to man (the thorny plant) and a human antinature (the pregnant man). In spite of the affection they felt for their daughter and the fear the buffalo inspired in them, the men believed it wise to consent to the marriage, and they gathered gifts, each of which was to replace a part of the buffalo’s body: a war bonnet would become his backbone, a quiver of otter-skin his skin, a woven blanket would be his belly, a pointed quiver his stomach, moccasins his kidneys, a bow his ribs, and so on. Almost forty correspondences are listed in this way. (For a version of this myth, compare Dorsey and Kroeber, no. 81, 153–58).

      Marriage exchange thus functions as a mediating mechanism between a nature and a culture initially posited as disjoined. By substituting a cultural architectonic for the supernatural and primitive architectonic, the marriage creates a second nature on which man has a hold, that is, a mediated nature. Following these events, in fact, the buffalo, originally “all bone,” became “all flesh”; and from being cannibal, became comestible.

      The same sequence is sometimes reversed, as in the Navajo myth ending with the transformation of a woman into a cannibal bear, in a way that is symmetrical and inverse to the transformation of a cannibal buffalo into a husband. The metamorphosis continues into a disaggregation described in terms of differences among wild species: the vagina of the ogress turns into a porcupine, her breasts into pine nuts and acorns, her belly into other seeds (“alkali”: Sporobolus cryptandrus, airoides, Torr.), her trachea into a medicinal plant, her kidneys into mushrooms, and so on (Haile and Wheelwright, 83).

      These myths admirably express how, among peoples for whom totemic classifications and functional specializations have a very reduced yield, when indeed they are not completely absent, marriage exchanges can furnish a model directly applicable to the mediation of nature and culture, thus confirming, as I have suggested in the preceding pages, on the one hand, that the “system of women” is a middle term between the system of (natural) beings and the system of (manufactured) objects, and, on the other hand, that each system is grasped in thought as a transformation within a group.

      Of the three systems, only that of natural beings possesses an objective reality outside of man, and only that of functions fully possesses an existence that is social, consequently within man. But the plenitude each possesses on one plane explains why neither can be handled easily on the other: a food in general use cannot be completely “totemized,” at least not without cheating;6f and, for a symmetrical reason, castes cannot avoid being endo-functional, even as they are serving to construct a grandiose scheme of reciprocity. In neither case, consequently, is reciprocity absolute: it remains, as it were, blurred and deformed at the edges. Logically speaking, the reciprocity of marriage exchanges represents an equally impure form, since it lies midway between a natural model and a cultural model. But it is this hybrid character that permits it to function in a perfect way. Associated with one or the other form, with both of them, or present by itself, it alone can claim universality.

      

      * * *

      A first conclusion emerges from this analysis: totemism, which has been superabundantly formalized in a “language of primitivity,” could just as easily be formalized—at the cost of a very simple transformation—in the language of the regime of castes, which is the complete contrary of primitivity. This already shows that we are not dealing with an autonomous institution, definable by distinctive properties and typical of certain regions of the world and certain forms of civilization, but with a modus operandi that can be detected even behind social structures that has traditionally been defined as diametrically opposite to totemism.

      Second, we are in a better position to resolve the difficulty resulting from the presence, in so-called totemic institutions, of rules of action alongside the conceptual systems to which I have chosen to refer. For we have seen that food prohibitions are not a distinctive feature of totemism: they are found associated with other systems that they equally serve to “mark,” and, reciprocally, systems of denomination inspired by natural domains are not always accompanied by food prohibitions—they can be “marked” in a variety of ways.

      Moreover, exogamy and dietary prohibitions are not objects distinct from the nature of the society, objects which should be studied separately or between which we could discover a causal relation. As language bears witness in most places, these are two aspects or two modes serving to give concrete expression to a praxis that can, as a social activity, be turned outward or inward, and which always possesses these two orientations even though they are manifested on different planes and by means of different codes. If the relation between totemic institutions and castes can be perceived superficially as identical to a relation between exogamy and endogamy (since, as we have seen, things are in fact more complex), between species and function, and, in the end, between natural model and cultural model, it is because, out of all the empirically observable and apparently heterogeneous cases, there emerges a single scheme, which assigns scientific investigation its true object. All societies conceive an analogy between sexual relations and eating; but, depending on cases and levels of thought, it is sometimes the man and sometimes the woman who occupies the position of the eater or the eaten. What does this mean, if not that the common requirement is that there be a distinctive difference between the terms and an unequivocal identification of each?

      Here, too, I do not mean to say that social life, the relations between man and nature, are a projection, if not indeed a result, of a conceptual game being played out in the mind. “Ideas,” wrote Balzac, “are a complete system within us, similar to one of the realms of nature, a kind of flowering whose iconography will be traced by a man of genius who will pass, perhaps, for mad.”7f But someone attempting the undertaking would probably require more madness than genius. If I claim that the conceptual scheme governs and defines practices, it is because practices—the ethnologist’s object of study in the form of discrete realities, localized in time and in space, and distinctive of ways of life and forms of civilization—are not to be confused with the praxis that (on this point at least I am in agreement with Sartre, 99) constitutes the fundamental totality for the sciences of man. Marxism—if not Marx himself—has too often argued as though practices issued immediately from praxis. Without calling into question the incontestable primacy of infrastructures, I believe that between praxis and practices there is always the interposition of a mediator, which is the conceptual scheme through whose operation a piece of matter and a form, each of them without independent existence, are realized as structures, that is, as both empirical and intelligible beings. It is to this theory of superstructures, barely sketched by Marx, that I would wish to contribute, leaving to history—assisted by demography, technology, historical geography, and ethnography—the task of developing the study of infrastructures properly speaking, which cannot be the principal task, since ethnology is first of all a psychology.

      Consequently, all I claim to have demonstrated so far is that the dialectic of superstructures, like that of language, consists in positing constituent units, which can play this role solely on the condition that they be defined unequivocally—that is, by contrasting them in pairs, in order to elaborate, by means of these constituent units, a system, which will ultimately play the role of a synthetic operator between idea and fact, transforming the latter into a sign. The mind thus goes from empirical diversity to conceptual simplicity, then from conceptual simplicity to signifying synthesis.

      To conclude this chapter, nothing could be more fitting than an illustration of this conception by an indigenous theory. A veritable Totem and Taboo before the fact,18 a Yoruba myth dismantles piece by piece the complex edifice of names and prohibitions.

      It is a matter of explaining the following rules. Three days after a birth, the priest is called to give the child “its ‘Orisha and its Ewaws.’” The first term designates the child’s object of worship, which entails a prohibition of marriage to anyone having the same orisha. This being becomes the principal ewaw of the individual in question, who passes it on to his descendants unto the fourth generation. His son then takes as his second ewaw the animal ewaw of his father’s wife, and the son of that son in turn takes the third, or vegetable, ewaw of his father’s wife; finally, the son of the son of the son takes the fourth ewaw of his father’s wife—namely, a rat, a bird, or a snake.

      In indigenous thought, these complicated rules have their basis in an original division of the population into six groups: that of the Fisherman; that of the “Omens” (fish, snake, and bird); that of the Hunter; that of Animals;19 that of the Farmer; that of Plants. Each group includes men and women, for a total of twelve categories.

      In the beginning, unions were incestuous in each group, with brother marrying sister. The same Yoruba term designates marriage, a meal, to own, to deserve, to gain, and to earn or win. To marry and to eat are the same thing. Using the letters A and B to represent the brother and sister of the first group, C and D for those of the second group, and so forth, the initial incestuous situation can be summarized by the diagram:
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      But humans soon tired of such a monotonous “diet”; so the son of the couple AB took the female product of CD, and similarly for EF and GH, and so on:
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      This was still not enough: the Fisherman made war on the Hunter, the Hunter on the Farmer, the Farmer on the Fisherman, and each appropriated the product of the other. The result was that from that point on the Fisherman ate meat, the Hunter products of the earth, and the Farmer fish:
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      In reprisal, the Fisherman demanded products of the earth, the Farmer meat, and the Hunter fish:
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      Since this could not go on, they called a great palaver, and the families agreed to give their daughters in marriage to one another and to commission priests to see that there was no confusion or disorder, thanks to the rule that after marriage the wife shall be allowed to worship her orisha but would not transmit it to her children. As a result the orisha symbolized by the letters B D F H J L in second position drop out in the following generation, and the ewaw system becomes:
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      From this point on each person’s ewaw would be composed of one orisha, one “omen,” one animal, one plant. Each ewaw would remain in the lineage for four generations, after which the priest would authorize a renewal. At this point, A C E G I K drop out, and a male orisha is needed to complete the ewaw: the person whose index is ADJF (group 1) can marry a child of group 2, whose ewaw are all different. By virtue of this rule, A and C are permutable, as are E and G, I and K:
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      In the next generation, the letters DBHFLJ drop out. Group 1 is in need of fish and takes B; Group 2 also wants fish, so takes D; Group 3 wants meat and takes F; Group 4 does as well, so it takes H; Group 5 needs a plant and takes J; Group 6 does as well, and so takes I:
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      It is now the turn of letters F H J L B D to drop out. Short of meat, Groups 1 and 2 now marry with H and F respectively; needing plants, Groups 3 and 4 marry with L and J; needing fish, Groups 5 and 6 marry with D and B:
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      J L B D F H drop out and male orisha return to the fore:
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      Since, it is said, there are 201 orisha, of which we can take it that half are male, and a considerable number of “omens,” animals, and plants serving to denote impediments to marriage, the number of possible combinations is extremely high (Dennett, 176–80).

      To be sure, all we have here is a theory in the form of a fable. The author who recorded it cites a variety of facts that seem, if not to contradict it, at least to suggest that in his own day things did not work with this lovely regularity. But, as theories go, the Yoruba seem to have succeeded better than have ethnologists in throwing light on the spirit of institutions and rules that, in their society as in many others, present an intellectual and premeditated character.8f Sensory images undoubtedly intervene in this system, but they do so as symbols: they are tokens in a combinatorial game that consists in permuting them according to rules without ever losing sight of the empirical signifiers of which they provisionally occupy the place.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Five

        CATEGORIES, ELEMENTS, SPECIES, NUMBERS

      
      Pondering the nature of mythical thought, Boas concluded in 1914 that the “essential problem” was to know why “human tales are preferably attached to animals, celestial bodies, and other personified phenomena of nature” (Boas 5, 490). This problem persists as the last residue of speculation about totemism, but it seems possible to find its solution.

      It has already been established that the heterogeneous beliefs and customs arbitrarily gathered under the rubric of totemism are not based on the idea of a relationship of substance between one or several social groups and one or several natural domains. They are related to other beliefs and practices, directly or indirectly linked to classificatory schemes that allow the natural and social world to be grasped in the form of an organized whole. The only distinctions that can be introduced among all these schemes boil down to preferences for one or another level of classification, preferences that are never exclusive.

      All levels of classification, in fact, offer a common characteristic: whatever feature is put forward by the society in question, it must authorize—and even imply—the possibility of recourse to other levels, analogous from a formal point of view to the privileged level, and differing only in their relative position within a global system of reference operating by means of a pair of contrasts: between general and specific,1 on the one hand, and between nature and culture, on the other.

      The error of the advocates of totemism was to separate out one level of classification arbitrarily—that formed by reference to natural species—and give it the status of an institution. But, like all levels, this is only one among others, and there is no reason to declare it more important than, say, the level of classification operating by means of abstract categories, or that making use of nominal classes. The significant fact is less the presence—or absence—of this or that level, than the existence of a classification with “variable pitch,” giving to the group that adopts it, without changing its intellectual instrument, the means to “focus” on any level, from the most abstract to the most concrete, and from the most cultural to the most natural.

      In the study just cited, Boas doubted that the prevailing predilection for classifications inspired by a natural model could be explained by the “distinctness and individualization of species of animals . . . [which] set them off more clearly as characters of a tale than the undifferentiated members of mankind” (Boas 5). It seems to me, however, that Boas was touching here on an important truth.2 To recognize it, it would have been enough, contrary to a frequently asserted position, for Boas not to have reduced the tale or myth to a simple narrative, and that he have been willing to accept a search, behind mythic discourse, for the scheme of discontinuous oppositions that presides over its organization. Furthermore, the natural “distinctiveness” of biological species does not furnish thought with a definitive and immediate model, but rather a means of access to other distinctive systems, which in turn have repercussions on the original one. In the end, if zoological and botanical typologies are used more often and more readily than others, it can only be because of their intermediate position, logically equidistant from the extreme forms of classification, categorical and singular. In the notion of species, in fact, the point of view of extension and that of comprehension3 are balanced: considered in isolation, the species is a collection of individuals; but in relation to another species, it is a system of definitions. This is not all: each of these individuals, the theoretically unlimited collection of which forms the species, is indefinable in extension, since it constitutes an organism, which is a system of functions. The notion of species thus possesses an internal dynamic: a collection suspended between two systems, the species is the operator that permits (and even obliges) passage from the unity of a multiplicity to the diversity of a unity.
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        FIGURE 5.1 The inverse of totemism: man naturalized. Drawings by Charles Le Brun. From L. Métivet, La Physionomie humaine comparée à la physionomie des animaux (Paris, 1917). Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris.

      
      As I have shown elsewhere (Lévi-Strauss 6, 93–95), Bergson glimpsed the importance of the role that the notion of species, because of its logical structure, could play in the critique of totemism. But there is reason to fear that if he had been obliged to be more precise in his interpretation, he would have limited it to the subjective and practical aspect of the relation between man and the natural world, as illustrated in the case of the diner asking “What is there for lunch today?” and whose curiosity is fully satisfied by the answer: “veal.” In fact, the importance of the notion of species is explained less by a propensity of the practical agent to dissolve it into a genus for biological and utilitarian reasons (which would amount to extending to man the celebrated formula that “it is grass in general that attracts the herbivore”)1f than by its presumptive objectivity: the diversity of species furnishes man with the most intuitive image at his disposal, and constitutes the most direct manifestation he can perceive, of the ultimate discontinuity of the real. It is the sensory expression of an objective coding.
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        FIGURE 5.2 The inverse of totemism: nature humanized. Drawings by J. J. Grandville, from Métamorphoses du jour (Paris, 1853). Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris.

      
      It is striking indeed that, in order to explain the diversity of species, modern biology has turned to schemata resembling those of communication theory. We cannot advance on a terrain whose problems are beyond the competence of the ethnologist. But if it is true, as biologists hold, that the approximately 2 million living species are to be interpreted, in their anatomical, physiological, and ethological diversity, as a function of chromosomal variations, each reducible to a distinctive periodicity in the distribution of four terms on a molecular chain,5 then we would perhaps grasp the deeper reason for the privileged meaning that man has ascribed to the notion of species. We would understand how this notion can furnish a mode of sensory apprehension of a combinatorial scheme that is objectively given in nature and from which the activity of mind and social life itself do no more than borrow to apply to the creation of new taxonomies. Of this obscure fascination exercised on men in all places and at all times by the notion of species and whose mystery would thus be unveiled, the obscure fascination exercised by totemism on the thinking of ethnologists would constitute no more than a particular case.

      For a long time, the natural sciences judged that they were dealing with “kingdoms,” that is, independent and sovereign domains, each definable by its own characteristics, populated by beings or objects having special relations with each other. This conception, which is now superseded, but which continues to be that of common sense, could not help but obliterate the logical power and the dynamism of the notion of species, since species appear in this light as inert and separate classes, enclosed within the limits of their respective “kingdoms.” The societies that we call “primitive” do not conceive the possibility of a chasm between the various levels of classification; they represent them as stages, or moments, of a continuous transition.

      The Hanunóo of the southern Philippines divide the universe into beings that can or cannot be named. Named beings are distinguished as either things, on the one hand, or persons and animals, on the other. When a Hanunóo utters the word “plant,” he thus excludes the possibility that the thing he is speaking about might be a stone or a manufactured object. The class “herbaceous plant,” in turn, excludes other classes of plants, such as that of the “woody plant,” and so forth. Among herbaceous plants, the term “pepper plant” is differential in relation to “rice plant,” and so on. “Houseyard pepper” excludes “wild pepper,” and “houseyard chili pepper” excludes “houseyard green pepper”; finally, the term “cat-penis” specifies that one is dealing with an individual not belonging to the five other varieties or taxa distinguished by native culture within the group of houseyard peppers (Conklin 4, 131).

      This way of proceeding, which can be conceived of as a series of dichotomies, has been characterized as follows:

      
        While not to be confused, nor categorically equated, with the botanical concept of species, the Hanunóo plant type does exhibit one similar feature: barring mistaken identification, plant type names are mutually exclusive . . . Each of the 1,625 Hanunóo plant types2f has a full specific name differing in at least one component from all others . . . [F]ull plant names are made up of from one to five, free, full-word, lexical units. The most common form is a binomial combination . . . [S]imilarities between Hanunóo and botanical classifications decrease rapidly as we approach the higher-level, more inclusive categories. (Conklin 1, 115–17 and 162)

      

      In fact, those classes corresponding to Linnaean categories (pepper plant: Capsicum sp.; houseyard pepper: Capsicum annum L.; wild pepper: Capsicum frutescens L.) are situated neither at the same level nor on the same side of this dichotomous system. Above all, the domain of scientific botany is not presented as being cut off from popular botany, as practiced by the gardener and the housewife; nor is it isolated from the categories of the philosopher and the logician. Situated midway between these, it makes it possible to pass from one to the other and to conceptualize each level using a code borrowed from another (see the diagram on the following page).6

      The Subanun, another tribe of the Philippines, classify illnesses according to the same principle. They begin by distinguishing wounds from skin diseases, which they subdivide into “inflammation,” “sores,” and “ringworm,” each of the three being subsequently specified with the help of several binary oppositions: simple/multiple, open/concealed, heavy/light, shallow/deep, distal/proximal (Frake).

      

      * * *

      Along with these examples, all of those presented in chapters 1 and 2 reveal the frequency of zoological and botanical taxonomies that do not constitute separate domains, but are an integral part of a global and dynamic taxonomy, whose perfectly homogeneous structure—since it consists of successive dichotomies—guarantees its unity. It results from this characteristic, first, that the passage from species to category is always possible; next, that there appears to be no contradiction between the system (established at the top of the taxonomy) and the lexicon, the role of which becomes preponderant as one gradually descends the ladder of dichotomies. The problem of the relationship between the continuous and the discontinuous thus receives an original solution, since the universe is represented in the form of a continuum of successive oppositions.
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      This continuity is already apparent in the scheme governing the liturgy of seasonal rituals among the Pawnee Indians: the posts of the shed where the celebration takes place are selected, depending on their orientation, from four species of trees painted in different colors, themselves corresponding to directions symbolizing the seasons, which together make up the year:
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      The same explicit passage from the species, or the group of species, to a system of properties or categories can be illustrated by examples from Melanesia. We have already noted that on Mabuiag, an island in the Torres Straits, clans with animal names are grouped, according to species, into land or sea, warlike or peaceful. On Kiwai, an opposition between sago people and yam people is expressed by way of two emblems, one of a naked woman and the other of a bull-roarer—the latter is called the “mother of yams”—and it also corresponds to the alternation of seasons and of the prevailing winds (Frazer, 2:38–39). In the Trobriand Islands there existed a correspondence, fitted to each clan, between a bird, an animal, a fish, a plant (Frazer, 4:280–81). The binary systems of the Solomon Islands invoke two birds, wild cock and hornbill (Frazer, 2:118); in the Duke of York group,7 the division is either between two insects, leaf insect and mantis, or two divinities that embody antithetical forms of conduct: Mr. Wise and Mr. Clumsy (Frazer, 2:120 and passim).

      It will thus be understood that, depending on the code adopted, the logical rigor of the oppositions can be unequally evident, without thereby implying differences of nature. The classificatory schemes of the Siouan peoples provide a good example because they constitute many variations around a common theme; the only thing that changes is the semantic level adopted to signify the system.

      All the tribes have circular camps divided into two moieties by an imagined diameter. But for several of these tribes, the apparent dualism conceals a principle of tripartition, its symbolic material varying from tribe to tribe. Among the Winnebago there are twice as many clans in one of the moieties as in the other (eight and four respectively). The ten Omaha clans are equally divided between the moieties, but one of them has two chiefs, the other only one. Among the Osage there are seven clans per moiety, but one moiety is divided into two submoieties while the other is homogeneous. In all three cases, and however the opposition is realized, it is the upper or sky moiety that illustrates the simple form, the lower or land moiety the complex form.

      On the other hand, and to limit ourselves to the system of moieties, the high/low opposition, if it is implicit in all the groups, is not always the one that is explicitly formulated. It is, in fact, found to be denoted in various ways, which may be exclusively present or juxtaposed: sky/earth, thunder/earth, day/night, summer/winter, right/left, west/east, male/female, peace/war, peace-war/policing-hunting, religious activities/political activities, creation/conservation, stability/movement, sacred/profane . . . Finally, depending on the group (or within the same group, depending on circumstances), it is sometimes the binary, sometimes the ternary aspect that is foregrounded; some, like the Winnebago, put them together into a five-part system, while the Ponca take apart the dualistic structure to form a square system: earth and water, fire and wind.

      Similarly, among the Algonquian peoples, starting from the apparently non-signifying multiplicity of the forty or fifty Ojibwa clans, which, however, can still be grouped into mammal, fish, and bird clans (Frazer, 3:53ff), one can go back to the more explicit scheme of the Mohicans (in which the clans were divided into three phratries, composed respectively of Wolf, Bear, Dog, and Opossum clans for one; of Little Turtle, Great Turtle, Mud Turtle, and Yellow Eel for the second; and of Turkey, Crane, and Chicken for the third; Frazer, 3:44), and then to the Delaware scheme, simplified in the extreme and whose logic is immediately apparent, since here there are three groups, Wolf, Turtle, and Turkey, in which the correspondence with earth, water, and air is evident (Frazer, 3:39–43).

      The vast corpus of Osage rites collected and published by La Flesche, to which I have already referred (pp. 67–68), offers an abundance of illustrations, which are sometimes demonstrations, of the reciprocal convertibility of “concrete classifiers,” that is, animals and plants, and “abstract classifiers,” such as numbers, directions, and cardinal points. Bow and arrows thus figure in the list of clan names, but not, in this case, merely as manufactured objects. The texts of prayers and invocations reveal that one arrow is painted black, the other red, and that this opposition of colors corresponds to that between night and day; the same symbolism is found in the colors of the bow, which is red on its inner surface, black on its outer surface: to use a red and black bow to shoot a black arrow, then a red arrow, is to express the very being of time, measured by the alternation of day and night (compare La Flesche 2, 99; and La Flesche 3, notably 207, 233, 364–65).

      Not only do concrete classifiers serve to convey ideas, but they can also, in their sensory form, bear witness that a logical problem has been resolved or a contradiction overcome. A complex ritual of the Osage Indians accompanies the making of a pair of moccasins for the officiant. Such particular attention reserved for a detail of dress might come as a surprise, if the analysis of texts did not reveal in the moccasin something quite different from its utilitarian function. The moccasin, a cultural object, is opposed to the “harmful” grass the walker steps on and crushes; it thus corresponds to the warrior, who crushes his enemies. Now, it happens that in the Osage sociocosmological scheme, the warrior function connotes the earth moiety, to which grass also belongs. The specific symbolism of the moccasin is thus in contradiction with the general symbolism, since for the former the moccasin is “anti-earth,” while it is congruent with earth for the latter. The minutiae of the ritual are thus illuminated through what I would like to call the logical instability of a manufactured object: an instability that a highly ritualized technique of fabrication serves precisely to mitigate (compare La Flesche 3, 61–67).

      In Osage thought, the principal and simplest opposition, which is also the one with the greatest logical power, is that of the two moieties: Tsi’-zhu, sky, and Hon’-ga, earth, subdivided into Hon’-ga proper, that is, dry land, and Wa-zha’-zhe, water (La Flesche 2, 51). On this basis, a complex grammar is developed by means of a system of correspondences with more concrete or more abstract domains, but within which the initial scheme, acting as a catalyst, triggers the crystallization of other schemes, binary, ternary, quaternary, or of a higher numerical order. First the cardinal points, since in the initiation hut sky and earth are opposed as north and south, and dry land and water as east and west, respectively.

      Second, a mystical numerology grows out of the opposition between even and odd. As I indicated in another chapter, the number 6 belongs to the sky moiety, the number 7 to the earth moiety, and their sum of 13 corresponds on the cosmological plane to the number of rays of the rising sun (which is a half-sun) and, on the social plane, to the number of heroic acts to be claimed by an accomplished warrior (who is a half-man, since the warrior function is the privilege of one of the two moieties that together constitute the tribe).3f

      
        Thus the quality and the unity of the two great divisions of the tribe might be symbolized as a man or an animal, but the Hon’-ga great division must always represent the right side of the man or animal and the Tsi’-zhu the great division of the left. This idea of the duality and unity of nature was not only reflected in the tribal organization but, in former times, instilled in the minds of the people by certain personal habits, as for instance members of the Hon’-ga great division when putting on their moccasins put the moccasin on the right foot first, while members of the Tsi’-zhu great division put the moccasin on the left foot first. (La Flesche 3, 115)

      

      Let us open a parenthesis here to underline that this meticulous rigor in the practical application of a logical scheme is not an exceptional phenomenon. In Hawai‘i the death of a chief was characterized by violent manifestations of mourning. Participants wore their loincloths tied around the neck and not, as was customary, around the loins. This inversion of upper and lower clothing was accompanied by sexual license (and no doubt signified it as well) (Handy and Pukui, pt. 6, p. 165). The importance of the opposition between high and low was expressed in a large number of prohibitions: covering a receptacle containing food with any object on which someone might have stepped or sat; sitting or placing one’s feet on a head pillow, laying one’s head on a seat cushion, sitting above anything containing food, and, for women, using any material as a menstrual pad other than that from a skirt worn below the waist:

      
        The old time Hawaiians used to talk often, when I was a small child, of the terrible custom the Whites had of using a sheet sometimes to lie upon and sometimes to lie under—they (the Whites) did not seem to know that what belonged above (ma luna) should remain above and what belonged below (ma lalo) should stay below . . .

        In a hula school conducted by my cousin ‘Ilala-‘ole-o-Ka‘ahu-manu, one of the pupils thoughtlessly draped her skirt over her shoulder. The hula master spoke sharply to her, saying “What belongs above should stay above, and what belongs below should stay below” (Ko luna, no luna no ia; ko lalo no lalo no ia). (Handy and Pukui, pt. 7, pp. 316–17)

      

      Recent studies (Needham 3; Beidelman) show the refinement with which African tribes from Kenya and Tanganyika exploit the opposition, fundamental for them, between right and left (more at the level, it seems, of the hands than of the feet, but we have already seen the particular attention paid by the Osage to the lower extremities). For love play, Kaguru men use the left hand, Kaguru women the right hand (that is, the hands that are impure respectively for each sex). The first payment to a healer, before treatment begins, is made with the right hand, the final one with the left, and so on. The Bororo of Africa, who are Fulani nomads of the Sahel region of the Niger, seem, like the Kaguru, to associate the right side with man and—in the temporal order—what goes before, the left side with woman and what comes after;4f symmetrically, the masculine hierarchy goes from south to north, the feminine hierarchy from north to south. It follows that, in the camp, a woman arranges her calabashes in order of decreasing size, placing the largest to the south, while a man ties up his calves in the reverse order (Dupire).

      Let us return now to the Osage. We have seen that in their case the number 13 first of all makes up the sum of the two social groups, right and left, south and north, summer and winter; as a consequence, this number is specified concretely and develops logically. In the image of the rising sun, which the man contemplating it venerates as the source of all life (thus facing east, which effectively puts the south to his right and the north to his left),5f the number 13 can symbolize the union of two terms: 6 and 7, sky and earth, and so on. But in that it is related to a heavenly body, solar symbolism is assigned particularly to the sky moiety. Whence the emergence of other concrete specifications of the number 13, reserved for the subgroups of the other moiety: 13 footprints of the black bear to represent the military honors of the clans of dry land, 13 willow trees for those of the water clans (La Flesche 3, 147).

      Thirteen is thus the expression of a twofold human totality: collective, since the tribe is made up of two asymmetric moieties (quantitatively: one is single, the other divided; qualitatively: one is assigned to peace, the other to war), and individual, but equally asymmetrical (right and left). As a totality, this union of the even and the odd, the collective and the individual, the social and the organic, will multiply under the effects of the ternary cosmological scheme: there will be a “thirteen” of sky, a “thirteen” of earth, a “thirteen” of water. Finally, added to this coding by elements will be a coding by species, in which two groups, respectively composed of seven and six “animals,” are doubled by the appearance of antagonists, thus bringing the number of units in the system, taken at its most concrete level, to twenty-six (as might have been anticipated). The seven animals and their antagonists (La Flesche 3, 53–58) form the following table:

      
        
          	
            ANIMALS

          
          	
            ANTAGONISTS

          
        

        
          	
            lynx

          
          	
            deer with curved horns, male, young

          
        

        
          	
            gray wolf

          
          	
            deer with gray horns, male, young

          
        

        
          	
            male puma

          
          	
            deer with dark horns, male, adult

          
        

        
          	
            male black bear

          
          	
            hummock full of little bugs

          
        

        
          	
            male buffalo

          
          	
            high bank

          
        

        
          	
            elk

          
          	
            plant whose blossoms always look up to the sun [Silphium laciniatum]

          
        

        
          	
            deer6f

          
          	
            no antagonist; his strength lies in flight

          
        

      

      The system of six animals is less clear (La Flesche 3, 58–61). It includes two kinds of owl, each opposed to a male raccoon (a young one and an adult, respectively), the golden eagle opposed to the turkey, and finally, it seems, the river mussel (whose shell is used to make mother-of-pearl pendants symbolizing the sun), buffalo hair (?), and the little pipe (?).

      A logical structure—initially a simple opposition—thus fans out in two directions: one abstract, in the form of a numerology; the other concrete, based first on elements, then on species. At each level semantic short-circuits allow one to connect levels that are furthest from each other. But the level of species, which is also the most particularized of those we have considered, does not constitute a kind of limit or stopping-point of the system: without falling into inertia, the system continues to progress by means of new detotalizations and retotalizations, which can be realized on a number of planes.

      Every clan possesses a “life symbol”—a totem or divinity—whose name it takes: puma, black bear, golden eagle, young deer, and so forth. The clans are thus defined, in relation to each other, by means of a distinctive difference. However, the ritual texts base each distinctive choice on a system of invariant features, presented as common to all species: each affirms for itself what the puma, for example, declares:

      
        Behold the soles of my feet, that are black in color.

        I have made the skin of the soles of my feet to be as my charcoal.

        When the little ones [men] also make of the skin of the soles of my feet to be as their charcoal,

        They shall always have charcoal that will easily sink into their skin as they travel the path of life.

        Behold the tip of my nose, that is black in color, etc.

        Behold the tips of my ears, that are black in color, etc.

        Behold the tip of my tail, that is black in color, etc.

        (La Flesche 2, 106–7)

      

      Each animal is thus divided into parts, according to a principle of correspondence (muzzle = beak, and so forth), and the equivalent parts are grouped among themselves, and then all together, in relation to the same pertinent feature: the presence of “charcoaled” parts, because of the protective role the Osage attribute to fire and its product charcoal, and finally, as a consequence, to the color black. The “dark object,” charcoal, is the focus of a specific ritual that warriors must carry out before leaving for combat. Should they fail to blacken their faces, they will lose the right to recount their exploits and claim war honors (La Flesche 3, 327ff).

      We thus have in place a system along two axes, one reserved for differences, the other for similarities:
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      The analytic procedure allowing the passage from categories to elements and from elements to species is thus extended by a kind of ideal dismemberment of each species, which progressively reconstitutes the totality on another plane.

      This double movement of detotalization and retotalization is also realized on a diachronic plane, as is shown, during the Rites of Vigil, by the admirable songs of the Bear and the Beaver (representing land and water, respectively) as they meditate upon their coming hibernation and prepare for it in conformity with their particular habits (here given a symbolic meaning), so that the coming of spring and their restored strength can appear as a pledge of the long life promised to men: “[After] six moons had passed . . . [the bear makes] a close examination of his body, looking carefully over all of its parts.” He lists the signs of his emaciation (that is, of his diminished body, but which, because it remains alive, attests even more to the power of life: shrunken flesh, shriveled toes, wrinkled ankles, loosened muscles, flabby abdomen, protruding ribs, flaccid arms, sagging chin, lines at the corner of the eyes, balding forehead, scant hair). He then sets down his footprints, the symbols of a warrior’s valorous deeds, six on one side, seven on the other, goes forth “with quickened footsteps,” and comes “to a land upon which the air quivered with the warmth of the sun” (La Flesche 3, 148–64).

      The synchronic structure of the tribe, as expressed in its distribution into three elementary groups, themselves divided into clans bearing totemic names, is, as we have seen,7f only a projection into the order of simultaneity of a temporal coming-into-being that the myths describe in terms of succession. When the first men appeared on earth (according to this version, come from the sky; another version [Dorsey 1] has them come from the underworld), they set out walking in the order of their arrival: first the water people, then the dry land people, and finally the sky people (La Flesche 2, 59–60). But when they found the earth covered with water, they appealed first to the water-spider, then to the whirligig, then to the white leech, finally to the black leech to guide them toward habitable places (La Flesche 2, 162–65).

      We see, then, that in no case can an animal, the “totem,” or its species be understood as a biological entity; by its dual character as an organism—that is, a system—and the emanation of a species—which is a term in a system—the animal appears as a conceptual tool with multiple possibilities for detotalizing and retotalizing any domain, whether situated in synchrony or diachrony, the concrete or the abstract, nature or culture.

      Strictly speaking, then, it is never the eagle that the Osage invoke. For depending on the circumstance and the moment, the eagles in question are of different species: the golden eagle (Aquila chrysaëtos L.), the spotted eagle (same species), the bald eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus), and so on. They are also of different colors: red, white, spotted, and so on; finally, considered at different stages of their existence: young, adult, old, and so on. This three-dimensional matrix, a veritable system by means of an animal, and not the animal itself, constitutes the object of thought and furnishes the conceptual tool.8f Were the image not so trivial, it would be tempting to compare this tool to the gadgets formed by crossed metal blades that are used to turn out sliced or quartered potatoes: a “preconceived” grid is applied to all empirical situations with which it has sufficient affinities for the elements obtained to preserve certain general properties in all circumstances. The number of pieces is not always the same, nor is the form of each one absolutely identical, but those that come from the center stay in the center, those that come from the periphery stay on the periphery . . .

      

      * * *

      A middle-level classifier (and consequently, the most profitable and most frequently used kind of classifier), the species level can widen its network upward, that is, in the direction of elements, categories, and numbers, or narrow it downward in the direction of proper names. This last aspect will be considered in detail in the following chapter. The network generated by this double movement is itself cross-cut at every level, since there are many different ways to signify these levels and their ramifications: nomenclature, differences in dress, body designs or tattoos, ways of being and of doing, privileges and prohibitions. Each system is thus defined with reference to two axes, one horizontal, the other vertical, corresponding, up to a certain point, to the Saussurean distinction between syntagmatic and associative relations.8 But, as opposed to discourse, “totemic” thought has in common with mythical thought and poetic thought the fact that, as Jakobson has established for the latter, the principle of equivalence is at play on both planes. Without the content of the message being modified, the social group can encode it in the form of an opposition that is categorial: high/low; or elemental, sky/earth; or even species-based, eagle/bear, which is to say, by means of different lexical elements. And in order to ensure the transmission of the message, the social group also has a choice among several syntactic procedures: nomenclature, emblems, conduct, prohibitions, and so on, employed alone or in association with others.9f

      If the task were not so enormous, one might undertake a classification of these classifications. It would mean distinguishing systems according to the number of categories—from two to several dozen—and according to the number and choice of elements and dimensions. The next task would be to distinguish macro- from micro-classifications, the first type being characterized by the admission of a large number of animal and plant species to the rank of totems (the Aranda recognize more than 400 of them), the second by totems inscribed, as it were, within the limits of a single species, as is done in Africa by the Banyoro and Bahima, whose clans are named after specific types or parts of the cow: striped cow, brown cow, cow in full milk, and so on; cow’s tongue, entrails, heart, kidneys, and so on (Frazer, 2:517–18, 536). Systems can also be identified according to the number of their dimensions: some are strictly animal, others strictly plant, others include manufactured objects, while yet others juxtapose a variable number of dimensions. They can be simple (one name or totem per clan) or multiple, as in those Melanesian tribes that define each clan by a plurality of totems: a bird, a tree, a mammal, a fish. Finally, systems can be homogeneous; thus, for example, among the Kavirondo, where totemic lists are formed from elements of the same type: crocodile, hyena, leopard, baboon, vulture, crow, python, mongoose, frog, and so on (Frazer, 2:450). And they can also be heterogeneous, as illustrated by the totemic lists of the Bateso: sheep, sugarcane, bones from cooked meat, mushrooms, oribi antelope (shared by several clans), seeing the oribi antelope, “they may not shave a baby’s head,” and so on (Frazer, 2:462); or for certain tribes of northeastern Australia: sexual passion, adolescence, various diseases, named places, swimming, copulating, making a spear, vomiting, colors, psychological moods, heat and cold, corpse, ghost, ritual paraphernalia, various cultural artifacts, sleep, diarrhea, dysentery, and so on.10f

      Such a classification of classifications is entirely conceivable, but could be realized only on the condition of searching so many documents and taking account of such varied dimensions that even in restricting oneself to societies for which data are sufficiently rich, precise, and comparable among themselves, one could not do it without the aid of machines. I will, then content myself with evoking this program, reserved for the ethnology of a future century, and let us return to the simplest properties of what, for the sake of convenience, I will call the totemic operator. To appreciate its complexity, it will be sufficient to describe it with the help of a diagram, and considering only a small portion of the potential framework, since I will have it begin at the level of the species and will arbitrarily restrict the number of species and the number of body parts to three each (fig. 5.3).

      
        [image: ]

        FIGURE 5.3 The totemic operator. Laboratoire de Cartographie, École Pratique des Hautes Études.

      
      We see that it is species that first admit empirical realizations: the Seal species, Bear species, Eagle species; each includes a series of individuals (also reduced to three in the diagram): seals, bears, eagles. Each animal can be analyzed into parts: head, neck, limbs, and so on, grouped first within each species (seals’ heads, seals’ necks, seals’ limbs), then together by body part: all heads, all necks . . . A final grouping restores the model of the individual, its integrity regained.

      The entire set thus constitutes a kind of conceptual apparatus that filters unity through multiplicity, multiplicity through unity, diversity through identity, and identity through diversity. Endowed with a theoretically unlimited extension at a median level, it contracts (or expands) into pure comprehension at its two extremities, but in forms that are symmetrical and inverse in relation to each other, and not without undergoing a kind of twist.9

      The model serving here as an illustration plainly represents no more than a very small fraction of the ideal model, since the number of natural species is on the order of 2 million, that of virtually imaginable individuals is without limit, and since differentiated and named body parts rise, in certain indigenous vocabularies, to nearly 400 (Marsh and Laughlin). Ultimately, there are probably no human societies that have not conducted a very detailed inventory of their zoological and botanical environment, and who have not described it in species-specific terms. Is it possible to evaluate an order of magnitude, or limits? When going through works of ethnozoology or ethnobiology, one finds that, except in rare cases, the species and varieties identified seem to be on the order of a few hundred, between 300 and 600. But no work of this sort is exhaustive, since it is limited by the time available for collecting the material, the number of informants and their competence, and finally by the investigator’s own competence, the extent of his knowledge, and the variety of his concerns. One hardly risks being mistaken, then, in proposing that the actual figure must be significantly higher, something that is confirmed by the best studies in the field:

      
        The Hanunóo classify their local plant world, at the lowest (terminal) level of contrast, into more than 1800 mutually exclusive folk taxa, while botanists divide the same flora—in terms of species—into less than 1300 scientific taxa. (Conklin 4, 129)

      

      This passage from an ethnographer specializing in problems of taxonomy curiously echoes a remark of Tylor’s on Rabbinic philosophy:

      
        . . . which apportions to each of the 2100 species, of plants for instance, a presiding angel in heaven, and assigns this as the motive of the Levitical prohibition of mixtures among animals and plants. (Tylor, 2:246)

      

      In the current state of our knowledge, the figure of 2,000 appears to correspond well, as an order of magnitude, to a kind of threshold near which we may locate the capacity of memory and power of definition of ethnozoologies and ethnobotanies based on oral tradition. It would be interesting to know whether this threshold possesses significant properties from the point of view of information theory.

      

      * * *

      In a recent study of the initiation rites of the Senufo, one observer has shown the role of fifty-eight figurines shown to novices in a fixed order forming, as it were, the overall framework of the teaching imparted to them. These figurines represent animals or persons, or symbolize types of activity; each thus corresponds to a species or a class:

      
        The elders present a certain number of objects to the novices . . . This inventory, sometimes very lengthy, constitutes a sort of lexicon of symbols and indicates the different possible modes of using them. In the most developed poro, the men learn in this way to handle the ideographical elements of a form of thought which reaches the point of taking a truly philosophical turn. (Bochet, 76)

      

      One could find no better way to say that in systems of this kind there is a constant passage, operating in both directions, from ideas to images and from grammar to lexicon. This phenomenon, which I have emphasized on several occasions, raises a difficulty. Is it legitimate to propose, as I might be reproached for having done implicitly, that such systems are motivated at all levels? More precisely, are we in the presence of genuine systems, in which images are constantly united to ideas, and lexicon to grammar, by rigorous relations, or must we recognize a certain degree of contingency and arbitrariness at the most concrete level—that of images and lexicon—which casts doubt on the systematic character of the whole? The problem has come up for every claim to have discovered a logic of clan names. Now, in an earlier chapter I showed that we were almost always running into a difficulty that, at first sight, might seem unsurmountable: the societies that lay claim to forming a coherent and articulated system (whether the “marking” of the system be in names, patterns of behavior, or prohibitions) are also collectivities of living beings. Even if, consciously or unconsciously, they apply marriage rules that have the effect of keeping the social structure and rate of reproduction constant, these mechanisms never function in a perfect way; moreover, they are threatened by wars, epidemics, famines. It is thus clear that history and demographic evolution will always upset the plans conceived by the wise.10 In such societies, synchrony and diachrony are engaged in a constantly renewed conflict from which it appears that diachrony must emerge triumphant every time.

      In relation to the problem we have just been discussing, these considerations mean that the more we descend toward concrete groups, the more we must also expect to find arbitrary distinctions and namings, explicable, above all, in terms of incidents and events, and which will defy any logical arrangement. “Everything is a potential totem,” it has been observed with reference to the tribes of northwestern Australia, which already count among their totems beings such as “White-Fellow” and “Sailor,” even though first contact with civilization is quite recent (Hernández).

      Certain tribes of Groote Eylandt, to the east of Arnhem Land, are divided into two moieties, each made up of six clans; each clan possesses one or several heterogeneous totems: winds, ship, water, animal and plant species, stones. The “wind” totems are probably linked to the annual visits of Macassans from the Celebes, and the same is true of the “ship” totem, as is proved by a myth referring to the construction of boats on Bickerton Island by people from Macassar. Other totems have been borrowed from natives of the interior; some, finally, are in the process of being abandoned, while others have been recently introduced.

      As a result, concludes the author of these observations, it would be imprudent to see in the choice and distribution of totems an effort to organize the natural environment conceptually in terms of the dualist scheme: “the list . . . is in fact a product of historical accretion rather than any attempt to systematize the natural environment according to some philosophic scheme” (Worsley, 856). There are totemic songs inspired by some known ships—the Cora and the Wanderer—and even by big transport planes of the Catalina type, due to the establishment of an airbase on the territory of one clan during the war. Facts such as these make one all the more ready to accept that historical events can be at the origin of certain totems in that, in the language of the tribes in question, the same word designates totems, myths, and every kind of attractive, rare, or intriguing object: thus, a particularly attractive mole on a person’s body, or a neatly contrived little phial of medicine. Beyond actual events, aesthetic inspiration and individual invention would weigh in favor of contingency (Worsley, 857).

      In chapter 1 of this book, I repeatedly evoked the role of the aesthetic imagination in the development of classification systems, a role already recognized by theorists of taxonomy, which, says Simpson, “is also an art” (227). There is thus nothing in this aspect of the problem that should concern us—quite to the contrary. But what are we to think of the historical factors?

      Linguists have long been aware of the problem, and Saussure, in fact, resolved it very clearly. Even Saussure, however, who posited the principle (the evidence for which currently strikes us as less certain) of the arbitrary nature of linguistic signs,11 admits that there are different degrees of arbitrariness, and that a sign can be relatively motivated. This is so much the case that one can classify languages in terms of the relative motivation of their signs: Latin inimicus is more strongly motivated than French ennemi (in which the reverse of ami is less easily recognized); and, in addition, signs are unequally motivated within every language, French dix-neuf being motivated and French vingt not. For the word dix-neuf “suggests the terms of which it is composed and others associated with it.”12 If the irrational principle of the arbitrariness of the sign were applied without restriction, it “would lead to the worst sort of complication . . . But the mind contrives to introduce a principle of order and regularity into certain parts of the mass of signs, and this is the role of relative motivation.” In this sense, one can say that certain languages are more lexicological and others more grammatical:

      
        Not because “lexical” and “arbitrary,” on the one hand, and “grammar” and “relative motivation,” on the other, are always synonymous; but there is something common in the principle. They are like poles between which the whole system moves, two opposing currents which share the movement of the language: the tendency to use the lexicological instrument, the unmotivated sign; and the preference given to the grammatical instrument, that is, the rules of construction. (Saussure, 133–34)

      

      For Saussure, then, language goes from arbitrariness to motivation. In contrast, the systems we have examined up to now go from motivation to arbitrariness: conceptual schemes (ultimately, a simple binary opposition) are constantly being forced open to introduce elements taken from elsewhere, and certainly such additions often entail a modification of the system. Sometimes, too, they do not succeed in inserting themselves into the scheme, and the appearance of systematicity finds itself out of alignment or provisionally suspended.

      This constant struggle between history and system is illustrated tragically by the example of some nine hundred survivors of Australian tribes, thrown together in a government camp consisting (in 1934) of about forty cottages, separate dormitories under surveillance for boys and for girls, a school, a jail, a hospital, shops—a camp where missionaries (unlike the natives) were free to ply their trade to their hearts’ content: in a period of four months one could watch a parade of Non-Conformist, Presbyterian, Salvation Army, Church of England, and Roman Catholic missionaries . . .

      I do not cite these facts with a polemical intention, but because they make the preservation of traditional beliefs and customs highly unlikely. Nevertheless, the natives’ first response to being put together was the adoption of a shared terminology and rules of correspondence in order to harmonize tribal structures that, in the whole region in question, were based on moieties and sections. So, questioned about his section, an individual could answer: “I am so-and-so in my own lingo—that is Wungo here” (Kelly, 464).

      The distribution of totemic species into moieties does not appear to have been done in a uniform manner, which is hardly surprising. One is more impressed by the regularities, and by the systematic spirit in which the informants solved every problem. Except for one region, the opposum belongs to the Wuturu moiety. Fresh water is of Yanguru moiety along the coast, but inland it belongs to the Wuturu moiety. The natives say: “nearly always cold skin went Wuturu and feathers Yanguru.” The result is that the Wuturu moiety had water, lizard, frog, and so on, and the Yanguru had emu, duck, and other birds. But where the frog is placed in the moiety opposite to that of the opossum, another principle of opposition is called to the rescue: both animals move by hopping; this resemblance comes from the fact that the frog is “the father” of the opossum; and in a matrilineal society, father and son belong to opposite moieties:

      
        When informants worked out lists of totem contained in each moiety, they invariably reasoned along these lines: trees and the birds which made their nests in them were in the same moiety; trees which grew alongside creeks or in water-holes and swamps were in the same moiety as water, fishes, water-fowl, lily-roots. “Eaglehawk, plain turkey, everything that flies all work together. Carpet snake [Python variegatus] and ground goanna [Varanus Gould?] all work together—they travel together in olden time.” (Kelly, 465)

      

      It sometimes happens that the same species figures in both moieties. This is the case for the Python variegatus (carpet snake); but the natives distinguish four varieties, based on the markings of the scales, and these varieties are divided in pairs between the moieties. This is also the case for varieties of turtle. The gray kangaroo is Wuturu, the red Yanguru, but in battle these would not fight each other. Another native group distributes water and fire among natural species: opossum, bee, and sand goanna (Varanus eremius?) “own fire”; Python variegatus (carpet snake), Leipoa ocellata (scrub turkey), lizard, and porcupine “own water.” Long ago, in fact, the ancestors of the group in question had fire, and people of the scrub had water. The two groups joined, and they shared water and fire. Finally, each totem has a special affinity with a species of tree, a branch of which is placed on graves, depending on the clan of the deceased. The emu owns Bursaria sp. (the box-tree), the porcupine and eagle-hawk certain varieties of acacia (brigalow), the opossum another acacia (kidji), Python variegatus (carpet snake) sandalwood, and the sand goanna various Sterculia? (bottle tree). Among western groups, the deceased were buried facing east or west, depending on the moiety (Kelly, 461–66).

      So even if the social organization is reduced to chaos by the new conditions of existence imposed on the natives and the secular and religious pressures to which they are subjected, the speculative attitude subsists. When it is no longer possible to maintain the traditional interpretations, new ones are elaborated, which, like the first, are inspired by motivation (in the Saussurean sense) and by schemata. Social structures, once simply juxtaposed in space, are put into correspondence, along with the animal and plant classifications specific to each tribe. Depending on their tribal origin, informants conceive the dualist scheme on the model of opposition or resemblance, and they formalize it in terms of kinship (father and son), directions (east and west), elements (land and sea, water and fire, air and land), or, finally, of differences or resemblances between natural species. They also become conscious of these various procedures and seek to formulate rules of equivalence. There is no doubt that if the process of deterioration were interrupted, this syncretism could serve as a new society’s point of departure for elaborating a global system with all of its aspects ending up mutually adjusted.

      One sees from this example how logical dynamism, which is a property of the system, comes to transcend what, even for Saussure, does not constitute an antinomy. Beyond the fact that systems of classification, like languages, can be unequally situated in relation to arbitrariness and motivation, without the latter ceasing to be operative,11f the dichotomous character that we have recognized in them explains how arbitrary aspects (or aspects that seem arbitrary to us, for can we ever prove that any choice, however arbitrary it might be for the observer, is not motivated from the point of view of indigenous thought?) come to be grafted, without changing their nature, onto rational aspects. I have represented systems of classification as “trees”; the growth of a tree is a good illustration of the transformation that has just been presented. In its lower parts, a tree is, as it were, strongly motivated: it must have a trunk, and that trunk must tend toward verticality. The lower branches already have more of the arbitrary in them: their number, even though we can predict it to be limited, is not fixed in advance, any more than the orientation of each branch and its angle of divergence from the trunk; but these aspects nonetheless remain bound by reciprocal relations, since the larger branches, given their weight and the leaf-laden branches they hold up, must balance the pressure they apply at the common point of support. But as we gradually move our attention toward the higher stages of the tree, the role of motivation becomes weaker and that of arbitrariness increases: the terminal branches no longer have the power to compromise the tree’s stability, nor to change its characteristic shape. Their multiplicity and insignificance have freed them from the initial constraints, and their general distribution can be explained equally well as a series of repetitions, on a more and more reduced scale, of a plan that is also inscribed in the genes of their cells, or as the result of statistical fluctuations. Intelligible at the outset, the structure, as it ramifies, reaches a kind of inertia or logical indifference. Without contradicting its initial nature, it can thereafter undergo the effects of many and varied incidents, which arrive too late to prevent an attentive observer from identifying it and classifying it in a genus.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Six

        UNIVERSALIZATION AND PARTICULARIZATION

      
      The antinomy that some believe they can discern between history and system1f would appear, in the cases that we have reviewed, only if we were unaware of the dynamic relation between the two aspects that these cases manifest. Forming a transition from one to the other, there is room between them for a construction that is diachronic and yet not arbitrary. Starting from a binary opposition, which offers the simplest example of a system that can be conceived, this construction proceeds by the aggregation, at each of its two poles, of new terms, selected because they have relations of opposition, correlation, or analogy with it. But it does not follow that these relations must be homogeneous: every “local” logic exists on its own; it resides in the intelligibility of the relationship between two immediately associated terms, and is not necessarily of the same type for each link in the semantic chain. To some degree, the situation is comparable to that of inexperienced players who join up the pieces of a game of dominos by considering only the values of adjacent halves and, without prior knowledge of the composition of the game, would nevertheless succeed in keeping it going.

      It is not, therefore, necessary that the logic of the system coincide at all points with the ensemble of local logics that end up inserted into it. The general logic may be of another order; it will, in this case, be defined by the number and nature of axes utilized, the transformation rules allowing a transition from one to the other, and finally by the system’s own inertia, that is, its receptivity, greater or less depending on the case, with regard to unmotivated factors.

      Allegedly totemic classifications, the beliefs and practices connected to them, are only one aspect or mode of this general systematic activity. From this point of view, I have, up until now, hardly done more than develop and deepen certain observations of Van Gennep:

      
        Every ordered society necessarily classes not only its human members, but also objects and natural beings, at times according to their external appearance, at others according to their dominant psychic features, and at still others according to their usefulness in food, agriculture, industry, production or consumption . . . [N]othing entitles us to regard a given system of classification—for example, the zoological system of totemism or the cosmographical system, or the occupational system (castes)—as anterior to the others. (Van Gennep, 345–46)

      

      The fact that the author of these lines was fully aware of their innovative audacity emerges clearly from the footnote that he added:

      
        It will be seen that I do not accept the point of view of Durkheim (Elementary Forms, 254), who thinks that the cosmic classification of beings (including men) and things is a consequence of totemism. I claim on the contrary that the special form of cosmic classification to be observed in totemism is not merely a nuance of it, but one of its primitive and essential constituent parts; for peoples without totemism still possess their own system of classification, which is also one of the primordial elements of their system of general social organization, and reacts as such on magico-religious and secular institutions such as the system of cardinal points, the dualisms of China and Persia, Assyro-Babylonian cosmographism, the so-called magical system of sympathetic correspondences, etc.

      

      And yet in spite of such sound views, Van Gennep’s demonstration stops short, for he persists in believing in totemism as an institutional reality. If he gives up making it a classificatory system from which all others have sprung, he still holds on to it keeping its originality, as though it were an objectively identifiable species within a genus:

      
        Thus the notion of totemic kinship is formed of three elements: physiological kinship . . . social kinship . . . and cosmic and classificatory kinship, which connects all the men of a group to beings or objects theoretically situated in this group. What characterizes totemism . . . is . . . the particular combination of these three elements, just as a certain combination of brass, sulfur, and oxygen forms copper sulfate.

      

      Having come so close to his goal, Van Gennep thus remains a prisoner of the traditional divisions in the frameworks in which he inscribed his argument. Now, neither in his work nor in that of his predecessors do we find justification for the imprudent comparison that he invokes in support of his thesis. If copper sulfate is a chemical substance, even though none of its constituent elements belongs to it exclusively, it is because a set of differential properties results from their combination: form, color, flavor, action on other substances and on biological beings, all properties that are found together only in copper sulfate. Nothing comparable can be said of totemism, no matter how we define it; it does not constitute a body of the ethnological kingdom, but rather represents an imprecise dosage of variable elements, for which each theorist arbitrarily chooses the boundaries, elements whose presence, absence, or degree entail no specific effects. At the most, in cases traditionally diagnosed as “totemic,” we can discern a relative inflation of the classificatory scheme at the level of species, without the nature and structure of the scheme really being changed as a result. Even then we are never sure that such inflation is an objective property of the scheme, and not the result of the specific conditions within which it was observed. The work of the late Marcel Griaule, of Germaine Dieterlen, Geneviève Calame-Griaule, and Dominique Zahan among the Dogon and the Bambara shows, in the course of its development over a period of twenty years, to what degree “totemic” categories, at first isolated to follow the rules of traditional ethnology, have had to be gradually modified by the observers to fit realities of a different order, and now appear only as one of the perspectives from which a system of multiple dimensions can be apprehended.1

      The only thing that can be conceded to advocates of totemism is the privileged role falling to the notion of species as a logical operator. But this discovery considerably antedates the earliest speculations on totemism, since it was first formulated by Rousseau (Lévi-Strauss 6, 99–102), and then, with regard to the very questions treated in this work, by Comte. If Comte sometimes makes use of the notion of taboo, that of totem appears to have remained foreign to him, although he may have known the book by Long.2 It is all the more significant that, in discussing the passage from fetishism to polytheism (in which he would probably have placed totemism), Comte should make it a consequence of the emergence of the notion of species:

      
        When, for example, the similar vegetation of the different trees in an oak forest had to lead at last to the representation, in theological conceptions, of what their phenomena presented in common, this abstract being was no longer the fetish specific to any tree, it became the god of the forest. Here, then, is the intellectual passage from fetishism to polytheism reduced essentially to the inevitable preponderance of species-based over individual ideas. (Comte 1, Lesson 52, 5:54)

      

      Tylor, the founder of modern ethnology, clearly understood how to use Comte’s idea, which, he remarks, is even more applicable to the special category of divinities formed by deified species:

      
        The uniformity of each kind not only suggested a common parentage, but also the notion that creatures so wanting in individuality, with qualities so measured out as it were by line and rule, might not be independent arbitrary agents, but mere copies from a common model, or mere instruments used by controlling deities. (Tylor, 2:243)

      

      

      * * *

      The logical power of the species-level operator can also be illustrated in other ways. It is what permits the integration of domains that are very different from each other into the classificatory scheme, thus offering classifications a way of going beyond their limits: either widening themselves into domains outside the initial set, by universalization; or, by particularization, extending the classificatory procedure past its natural limits, that is, to the point of individuation.

      We will pass rapidly over the first point, for which a few examples will suffice. The “species” grid is so little exclusive to sociological categories that it serves, notably in America, to order a domain as limited as that of illnesses and remedies. The Indians of the southeastern United States treat pathological phenomena as the consequence of a conflict among men, animals, and plants. Irritated by humans, animals send them diseases; plants, the allies of humans, counterattack by providing remedies. The important point is that each species possesses a specific disease or remedy. Thus, according to the Chickasaw, stomach aches and leg pains belong to the snake, vomiting to the dog, jaw pain to the deer, stomach aches to the bear, dysentery to the skunk, nosebleeds to the squirrel, jaundice to the otter, lower abdomen and bladder problems to the mole, cramps to the eagle, eye diseases and somnolence to the owl, joint pains to the rattlesnake, and so on (Swanton 2, 266–68).

      The same beliefs exist among the Pima of Arizona, who attribute sore throats to the badger; swellings, headaches, and fever to the bear; diseases of the throat and lungs to the black-tailed deer; childhood diseases to the dog and the coyote; stomach aches to the gopher; open sores to the jackrabbit; constipation to the mouse; nosebleed to the ground squirrel; hemorrhages to the hawk and eagle; syphilitic sores to the vulture; childhood fever to the Gila monster; rheumatism to the horned toad;2f fever with whitening of the skin to the lizard; kidney and stomach troubles to the rattesnake; sores on the body and crippled legs to the turtle; internal pains to the butterfly, and so on3f (F. Russell, 262–65). Among the Hopi, at a distance of one day’s walk from the Pima, an analogous classification is based on an organization into religious orders, each of which can inflict punishment in the form of a particular illness: swollen abdomen, sore ears, swelling on the top of the head, deafness, eczema on the upper part of the body, twisting and twitching of the face and neck, bronchitis, pain in the knee (Voth 1, 109n). There is no doubt that the problem of classifications might be approached from this angle, and that we would as a result find curious resemblances between distant groups (an association between squirrels and nosebleeds seems to recur in a large number of North American populations), indices of logical connections that could be of great significance.

      Specific categories and the myths associated with them can also serve to organize space, and so we observe a territorial and geographical extension of the classificatory system. The totemic geography of the Aranda offers a classic example, but other peoples have shown themselves no less exacting and refined in this respect. In Aluridja territory, a rocky site 8 kilometers around the base was recently identified and described, in which every accident of relief corresponds to a phase of ritual, such that, for the natives, this natural plateau illustrates the structure of their myths and the program of their ceremonies. Its north side is the side of the sun moiety and the Kerungera ritual cycle, its south side that of the shade moiety and the Arangulta ritual. All around the plateau there are thirty-eight named points that are the subject of commentary (Harney).

      North America also offers examples of mythical geography and totemic topography, from Alaska to California, and in the southwest and northeast of the continent. In this regard, the Penobscot of Maine illustrate a general disposition of the northern Algonquian peoples to interpret every physiographic aspect of tribal territory with reference to the civilizing hero Gluskabe and other mythical incidents or characters. A long rock is the hero’s canoe, the entrails of the moose he killed appear as a streak of white rock, Mount Kineo is the overturned pot in which he cooked the meat, and so on (Speck 2, 7).

      In the Sudan as well, a mythico-geographical system has been documented that covers the whole of the Niger valley—larger, then, than the territory of a single group, and translating, into the most delicate of its articulations, a conception of the relations among different cultural and linguistic groups that is at once diachronic and synchronic (Dieterlen 4, 5).

      This last example shows that the system of classification not only allows us to “furnish,” so to speak, social time (by means of myths) and tribal space (with the help of a conceptualized topography). The filling-in of the territorial frame is matched by its broadening. Just as, on the logical plane, the species-as-operator effects the passage, on the one hand, toward the concrete and the individual, and, on the other, toward the abstract and toward systems of categories, just so, on the sociological plane, totemic classifications permit both a definition of the status of persons within the group and an expansion of the group beyond its traditional confines.

      It is said, not without reason, that primitive societies fix the boundaries of humanity at the limits of the tribal group, beyond which nothing but foreigners are perceived to exist—that is, dirty and crude subhumans, if not even nonmen: dangerous beasts, or ghosts. While this is often the case, this claim neglects the fact that totemic classifications have as one of their essential functions that of shattering this closure of the group onto itself and promoting the idea of a humanity without borders. The phenomenon is found in all the classical lands of so-called totemic organization. In one region of western Australia, clans and their totems “are grouped together into a number of what may be called inter-tribal totemic divisions” (Radcliffe-Brown 1, 214). This is equally the case for other regions of the same continent:

      
        I have ascertained that in 167 cases (56%) out of 300 names of common totemic animals, the Western Aranda and the Loritja use the same or similar terms; and comparison of totemic plant names used by the Western Aranda and Loritja shows that the same terms are found in both languages to refer to 147 of the 220 species of plants which I recorded (67%). (C. Strehlow, 66–67)

      

      Analogous observations have been made in America, among the Siouans and the Algonquians. Among the latter, the Menomini have a

      
        general belief in the common relationship of not only the individuals of a certain totem within the tribe, but of all persons of a similarly named totem of another tribe belonging to the same linguistic family; and in the belief of the Menomini . . . this extended also to tribes other than those of the same linguistic family. (Hoffman, 43)

      

      Similarly, in the case of the Chippewa:

      
        All members with the same totem regarded themselves as related even though of different villages or different tribes . . . When two strangers met and found themselves to be of the same totem they immediately began to trace their genealogy, . . . and the one became the cousin, the uncle, or the grandfather of the other, although the grandfather might often be the younger of the two. The ties of the totem were considered so strong that if a quarrel should happen between a person with the same totem as a bystander and a cousin or other near relative of the latter but with a different mark, the bystander would side with the person with the same totem whom perhaps he had never seen before. (Kinietz, 69–70)

      

      This totemic universalization not only shakes up tribal boundaries, building the rudiments of an international society; sometimes it also overflows the limits of humanity, in a sense that is no longer sociological, but biological, when totemic names are applicable to domestic animals. This is what happens with dogs4f—indeed called “brothers” or “sons,” depending on the group—in Australian tribes of the Cape York Peninsula (Sharp, 70; Thomson), and with dogs and horses among the Ioway and Winnebago Indians (Skinner 3, 198).

      

      * * *

      I have summarily indicated how the links of the network can stretch indefinitely depending on the dimensions and generality of the field. It remains to show how they can also tighten to filter and capture the real, but this time at the lower limit of the system, by continuing its action past the threshold we would be tempted to assign to any classification: that beyond which it is no longer possible to class, but only to name. In truth, these extreme operations are less distant from each other than they might seem, and from the point of view of the systems that we are studying, they can even be superposed. Space is a society of places, just as people are landmarks within the group. Places and individuals are both designated by proper names, which, in circumstances that are frequent and common to many societies, can be substituted for each other. The Yurok of California offer one example among others of this personified geography, in which trails are thought of as sentient beings (Waterman, 185), every house has a name (208ff), and place-names replace personal names in current usage (214ff).

      An Aranda myth succeeds in conveying this sentiment of a correspondence between geographical and biological individuation. Primitive divine beings were shapeless, without limbs, and fused together until the arrival of the god Mangarkunjerkunja (the fly-devouring lizard), who undertook to separate them from each other and to fashion them individually. At the same time (and is it not in fact the same thing?), he taught them the arts of civilization and the system of sections and subsections. In the beginning, the eight subsections were divided into two large groups: four of land and four of water. It is the god who “territorialized” them by attributing each site to a pair of subsections (C. Strehlow, 6–7). Now, this individuation of territory corresponds in another way to biological individuation, since the totemic mode of fertilizing the mother explains the anatomical differences that are observed between children; those who have narrow faces were conceived through the operation of a ratapa, an embryo-spirit; those having broad faces, through the magical projection of a bull-roarer into a woman’s body; children with light hair are direct reincarnations of totemic ancestors (M. von Leonhardi, foreword to C. Strehlow). Australian tribes of the Drysdale River in northern Kimberley divide all kinship relations, which together form the social “body,” into five categories each named after a part of the body or a muscle. Since it is forbidden to question a stranger, the latter announces his kinship by moving the corresponding muscle (Hernández, 228–29). In this case as well, consequently, the total system of social relations, itself solidary with a total system of the universe, can be projected onto the anatomical plane. The Toradja language has about fifteen terms for naming the points of the compass, which correspond to the parts of the body of a cosmic divinity (Woensdregt). I could cite other examples borrowed from old Germanic kinship terminology as well as from the cosmological and anatomical correspondences of the Pueblo and Navajo Indians and the Africans of the Sudan.

      It would certainly be instructive to make a detailed study (over a sufficient number of examples) of the mechanism of this homological particularization, whose general relation to the forms of classification we have encountered so far plainly emerges from the derivation:

      
        	If

        	(group a) : (group b) :: (bear species) : (eagle species),
          
            	then

          

        

        	(member x of a) : (member y of b) :: (member l of a bear) : (member m of an eagle).

      

      These formulas have the advantage of bringing into relief a problem that has traditionally been debated in Western philosophy, but the question of whether it has been raised in exotic societies, and under what form, has received little attention: I mean the problem of organicism. The preceding equations would be inconceivable if a rather general correspondence were not postulated between the “members”3 of the society and, if not only the members, the attributes of a natural species: body parts, distinguishing details, ways of being or doing. The evidence we possess on this subject suggests that many languages conceive of an equivalence between parts of the body, regardless of the diversity of orders and families, sometimes even of kingdoms, and that this system of equivalences can undergo enormous extensions (Harrington).5f Thus, in addition to and alongside species-level classifiers, there are morphological classifiers of which the theory remains to be written, but which, as we have seen, operate on two planes: that of anatomical detotalization, and that of organic retotalization.

      As has been shown for the other levels, these, too, are interdependent. I recalled just above that the Aranda proceed from empirically observed morphological differences to supposed differences in the totemic mode of conception. But the example of the Omaha and the Osage attests to a correlative tendency, which consists in introducing symbolically expressed species-level differences into empirical and individual morphology. Children of each clan wore their hair cut in a characteristic style, evoking a distinctive aspect or feature of the animal or natural phenomenon serving as its eponym (La Flesche 4, 87–89).

      
        [image: ]

        FIGURE 6.1 Cut of Osage and Omaha boys’ hair according to clan. (1) Head and tail of elk; (2) Head, tail, and horns of buffalo; (2a) Horns of buffalo; (3) Line of buffalo’s back as seen against the sky; (4b) Head of bear; (4c) Head, tail, and body of small birds; (4d) Shell of turtle with head, feet, and tail of the animal; (4e) Head, wings, and tail of eagle; (5) Four points of the compass; (6) Shaggy side of wolf; (7) Horns and tail of buffalo; (8) Head and tail of deer; (9) Head, tail, and knobs of growing horn of buffalo calf; (10) Reptile teeth; (11) Petals of cone flowers; (12) Rock with algae floating round. From La Flesche 4, 87 and 89.

      
      This modeling of the person4 according to schemes based on species, elements, or categories has not only physical, but also psychological consequences. A society that defines its segments in terms of high and low, heaven and earth, day and night, can encompass ways of being that are social or moral in the same structure of opposition: conciliation and aggression, peace and war, justice and policing, good and evil, order and disorder, and so on. As a result, the society does not restrict itself to abstract contemplation of a system of correspondences; it furnishes a pretext for individual members of those segments to set themselves apart by their actions, and sometimes it incites them to it. Concerning the Winnebago, Radin (1, 187) quite properly insists on the reciprocal influence of the mythical and religious conception of animals, on the one hand, and the political functions of social units, on the other.

      The Sauk Indians offer a particularly instructive example, as a result of the individualizing rule determining their affiliation with one or the other moiety. These were not exogamous, and their purely ceremonial role manifested itself above all on the occasion of food-based festivals; for our interests here, it is important to note that these feasts were linked to name-giving rituals. Membership in each moiety followed a rule of alternation: the firstborn was affiliated with the moiety opposite from that of his father, the following one with his father’s moiety, and so forth. Now, these affiliations determined, at least theoretically, forms of behavior that could be called characterological: members of the Oskû’sh (the “Blacks”) had to complete anything they undertook; those of the Ki’shko (the “Whites”) were allowed to give up (Skinner 2, 12–13). In principle, if not in fact, an opposition by categories thus directly influenced the temperament and vocation of each person, and the institutional scheme that made this action possible bore witness to the link between the psychological aspect of a personal destiny and its social aspect, which results from the imposition of a name on each individual.

      In this way we reach the final level of classification: that of individuation, since, in the systems that we are considering here, individuals are not only sorted into classes; their common membership in the class does not exclude, but rather implies, that each one occupies a distinct position in it, and that there exists a homology between the system of individuals within the class and the system of classes within higher ranking categories. The same kind of logical operations consequently connect not only all the domains internal to the classificatory system, but also peripheral domains that might be thought to escape it by their very nature: at one end of the horizon (as a result of their practically unlimited extension and their fundamental indifferentiation), the physico-geographical substratum of social life and that social life itself, but social life overflowing the mold it had hollowed out for itself. And, at the other end of the horizon (as a result of its concreteness, which is equally given), the ultimate diversity of individual and collective beings, which, it has been claimed, were named only because they could not be signified (Gardiner).

      Thus, proper names do not form a simple practical modality of classificatory systems, which it is enough to mention after the other modalities. They present even more of a problem for ethnologists than for linguists. For linguists, the problem is that of the nature of proper names and their place in the system of the language. For us, this is also a problem, along with another one as well, since we find ourselves facing a twofold paradox. We need to establish that proper names form an integral part of systems we have been treating as codes: ways of stabilizing meanings by transposing them in terms of other meanings. Could we do this if we had to follow the teaching of the logicians and certain linguists, and accept that proper names are, in Mill’s formula, meaningless?5 Moreover, and above all, the forms of thought that we have been dealing with have appeared to us to be totalizing thought-systems, exhausting the real by means of classes that are given in finite number, of which the fundamental property is to be transformable into each other. How could this quantified thinking, to the virtues of which I have attributed, on the practical plane, the great discoveries of the Neolithic revolution, have managed to satisfy itself—from the theoretical point of view—and handle the concrete effectively, if this concreteness contained a residue of unintelligibility to which, in the end, concreteness itself could be reduced and which would be esssentially resistant to meaning? For a way of thinking based on the operation of dichotomizing, the principle of all or nothing has more than a merely heuristic value; it expresses a property of being: everything offers a meaning, or else nothing has meaning.6f

      Let us take up the ethnographic facts at the point where we left off. Almost all the societies that we have referred to form their proper names on the basis of clan appellations. It is said of the Sauk, who furnished us with the last example, that their proper names always have a relation to their clan animal: either because they mention the animal explicitly or because they evoke one of its habits, attributes, or characteristic qualities (either real or mythical), or, finally, because they refer to some associated animal or object (Skinner 2, 17). Sixty-six names have been recorded for the Bear clan, eleven for the Buffalo clan, thirty-three for the Wolf clan, twenty-three for the Turkey clan, forty-two for the Fish clan, thirty-seven for the Great Sea clan, forty-eight for the Thunder clan, forty for the Fox clan, thirty-four for the Deer clan (Skinner 2, 21–31).

      Although fragmentary, the list of Osage proper names, the property of clans and subclans, is so long that it fills forty-two quarto pages in La Flesche 4 (122–64). The rule of formation is the same as for the Sauk. Thus, for the Black Bear clan: Flashing-eyes (of the bear), Tracks-on-the-prairies, Ground-cleared-of-grass, Black-bear-woman, Fat-on-the-skin of the black bear, and so on (La Flesche 4, 134–35). The Tlingit of Alaska had names “felt to belong to a particular sib, and some have even been designated as belonging to a particular ‘house’ or lineage” (Laguna, 185). These examples could be multiplied, since similar cases are to be found for almost all the Algonquian and Siouan tribes, as well as those of the Northwest Coast, that is, in the three classical domains of “totemism” in North America.

      South America offers illustrations of the same phenomenon, notably among the Tupi-Kawahib, whose clans possess proper names derived from their eponym (Lévi-Strauss 3). Among the Bororo, too, proper names seem to be the property of certain clans, or even of powerful lineages. Those who depend on the goodwill of other clans in order to have a name are said to be “poor” (Cruz).

      The link between proper names and totemic appellations exists in Melanesia:

      
        The totemic system [of the Iatmul] is enormously elaborated into a series of personal names, so that every individual bears names of totemic ancestors—spirits, birds, stars, pots, adzes, etc., etc.—of his or her clan, and one individual may have thirty or more such names. Every clan has hundreds of these polysyllabic ancestral names which refer in their Etymology to secret myths. (Bateson, 127)

      

      Finally, the same situation appears to have prevailed from one end of Australia to the other. “By knowing a native’s name, if one knew the Aranda language well enough, it would seem one would also know his or her totem by deduction” (Pink, 176). This observation is echoed by another relating to the Murngin of Arnhem Land: “The names of the living are all taken from some part of the totemic complex and refer directly or indirectly to the totem” (Warner, 390). The proper names of the Wik Munkan are also derived from their respective totems. For instance, for men whose totem is the barramundi fish (Osteoglossum), which they catch by spearfishing: Barramundi-swims-in-the-water-and-sees-a-man, Barramundi-moves-its-tail-as-it-swims-around-its-eggs, Barramundi-“breathes,” Barramundi-has-its-eyes-open, Barramundi-breaks-a-spear, Barramundi-eats-mullet, and so on. And for women whose totem is the crab: Crab-has-eggs, Tide-takes-crabs-out-to-sea, Crab-stops-down-hole-and-is-dug-out, and so on (McConnel, pt. 2, 184). The tribes of the Drysdale River have proper names derived from totemic appellations, as is emphasized in a formula already quoted, “everything is a potential totem” (Hernández, 216).

      It is clear that these individual appellations are part of the same system as the collective appellations we looked at earlier, and that, through the mediation of the latter, it is possible to pass, by means of transformations, from the horizon of individuation to that of the most general categories. Every clan or subclan possesses a quota of names reserved for the use of its members, and just as the individual is part of the group, the individual name is a “part” of the collective appellation: either the collective name applies to the entire animal, and the individual names correspond to the animal’s members or body parts; or the collective appellation proceeds from an idea of the animal taken at the highest level of generality, and the individual appellations correspond to one of its predications in time or space, such as Barking-dog, Angry-buffalo; or a combination of the two procedures: Flashing-eyes-of-the-bear. In the relationship that is expressed in this way, the animal can be subject or predicate: Fish-moving-its-tail, Tide-takes-crabs, and so on. Whatever the procedure used (and most often procedures are found juxtaposed), the proper name evokes a partial aspect of the animal or plant entity, just as it corresponds to a partial aspect of the individual being—absolutely, and especially, in societies in which the individual receives a new name at every important moment of his life. Moreover, in neighboring societies the same constructions are used to form either personal names (borne by individual members of a clan group) or collective names (borne by bands, lineages, or groups of lineages, that is, subgroups of a single clan).

      We are dealing, consequently, with two parallel detotalizations: of the species into body parts and attitudes,6 and of the social segment into individuals and roles. But just as we were able to use a visual model to illustrate how the detotalization of the concept of species into particular species, of each species into its individual members, and of each of these individuals into body parts and organs could open into a retotalization of concrete parts into abstract parts, and of abstract parts into a conceptualized individual, just so, in this case, detotalization carries on in the form of retotalization.7 With reference to the proper names of the Miwok of California, Kroeber assembled observations that complete our examples and open a new perspective:

      
        There are no subdivisions of any sort within the moieties. Associated with each, however, is a long list of animals, plants and objects; in fact, the native concept is that everything in the world belongs to one or the other side. Each member of a moiety stands in relation to one of the objects characteristic of his moiety—a relation that must be considered totemic—in one way only: through his name. This name given him in infancy by a grandfather or other relative, and retained through life, refers to one of the totem animals or objects characteristic of his moiety.

        Nor is this all: in the great majority of cases the totem is not mentioned in the name, which is formed from some verbal or adjectival stem, and describes an action or condition that might apply equally well to other totems. Thus on the verb hausu-s are based the names Hausu and Hauchu, which connote, respectively, the yawning of an awakening bear and the gaping of a salmon drawn out of the water. There is nothing in either name that indicates the animals in question—which even belong to opposite moieties. The old men who bestowed them no doubt announced the totemic reference of the names; the bearers, and their family, kin, and more intimate associates, knew the implication; but a Miwok from another district would have been uncertain whether a bear, a salmon, or one of a dozen other animals was meant. (Kroeber 2, 453–54)

      

      This feature does not seem to be peculiar to the Miwok: when we inspect the lists of clan names of Siouan tribes, we meet numerous analogous examples, and Kroeber’s observation also coincides with a characteristic of the naming system of the Hopi Indians. Thus the name Cákwyamtiwa, whose literal meaning is “Blue (or green) having come out,” can refer to the blooming flower of the tobacco plant, or instead to that of Delphinium scaposum, or even to the emergence of green plants from the soil in general, depending on the clan of the name-giver. For the same reason, the name Lomáhongioma, “Stand up” or “Rise well or gracefully,” may evoke the erect-growing reed or the raised wings of the butterfly, and so on (Voth 2, 68–69).

      Because of its generality, the phenomenon raises a psychological problem concerning the theory of proper names, a problem that will be discussed later on. Here I will content myself with emphasizing that this relative indetermination of the system corresponds, at least virtually, to the phase of retotalization: the proper name is formed by a detotalization of the species and by extracting a partial aspect of it. But exclusively underlining the fact of extraction, and leaving undetermined the species that is its object, suggests that all extractions (and thus all acts of naming) have something in common. It means claiming by anticipation a unity that is suspected to lie at the heart of diversity. From this point of view as well, the dynamic of individual naming belongs to the classificatory schemes we have been analyzing. It consists in procedures of the same type, which are oriented in the same direction.

      It is, moreover, striking that systems of prohibition with the same characteristics are to be found both on the plane of individual appellations and on that of collective denominations. Sometimes a social group is forbidden to use plants or animals serving as its eponym as food, and sometimes, too, the prohibition bears on an individual’s linguistic use of the plant or animal serving as his eponym. To a certain extent, a transition from one plane to the other is possible: proper names of the sort to which we have so far confined ourselves are generally formed by an ideal carving-up of the body of the animal, drawing inspiration from the movements of the hunter or the cook; but they can also be formed by linguistic carving-up. Among the tribes of the Drysdale River in northern Australia, the female name Poonben is formed from the English “spoon,” a utensil associated, as might be expected, with the “White-fellow” totem (Hernández).

      In Australia as well as in America, we find prohibitions on the use of the names of the dead, which contaminate any of the words of the language with a phonetic resemblance to these names. At the same time as the proper name Mulankina, the Tiwi of the Melville and Bathurst Islands impose a taboo on the word mulikina, which means “plenty, full, enough” (Hart, 282). The usage is parallel to that of the Yurok of northern California: “When Tegis died, the common word tsis, ‘woodpecker scalps,’ was not uttered in the hearing of his relatives or by them” (Kroeber 2, 48).7f The Dobu islanders prohibit the use of proper names between individuals temporarily or durably connected by a “species” bond, whether they be traveling companions or eating partners, or sharing the favors of the same woman (Fortune 2, 66–67).

      Such facts have a double claim on our interest. First, they offer an incontestable analogy with food prohibitions, wrongly associated only with totemism. Just as in Mota a woman is “contaminated” by a plant or animal, as a consequence of which she gives birth to a child subject to the corresponding food prohibition, and in Ulawa it is the dying individual who reincarnates in and so “contaminates” an animal or plant species whose consumption will be forbidden to his descendants, similarly, a name “contaminates” other words by homophony, and their use will therefore be banned. In addition, this homophony defines a class of words subject to prohibition because they belong to the same “species,” which as a result acquires an ad hoc reality comparable to that of an animal or plant species. Now, those “species” of words marked by the same prohibition include both proper names and common nouns,8 which gives a supplementary reason to suspect that the difference between the two types is not as great as we were ready to accept at the outset.

      

      * * *

      To be sure, the customs and procedures just evoked are not found in all exotic societies, nor even in all those that designate their segments by animal and plant names. It appears that the Iroquois, who exemplify this last case, have a system of proper names entirely distinct from the system of clan appellations. Their names are most often composed of a verb and an incorporated noun, or of a noun followed by an adjective: In-the-center-of-the-sky, Beyond-the-sky, and so on; Hanging-flower, Beautiful-flower, Beyond-the-flowers; He-carries-news, He-announces-defeat (or -victory), and so on; She-works-in-the-house, She-has-two-husbands, and so on; The-Place-where-two-rivers-meet, The-Crossing-of-the roads, and so on. No reference to the eponymous animal, consequently, but only, and whatever the clan, to technical and economic activities, peace and war, natural phenomena and celestial bodies. The example of the Mohawk of Grand River, in which the clan organization has come undone more rapidly than in other groups, suggests how all such names might originally have been arbitrarily created. Whence: Ice-floating-down-the-river, for a child born during a thaw, or She-is-in-want for the son of a poor woman8f (Goldenweiser, 366–68).

      And yet the situation is not fundamentally different from that which I described for the Miwok and the Hopi, whose names, which are theoretically evocative of the plant or animal of a clan, do not refer to it explicitly and call for a hidden interpretation. Even if this interpretation is not indispensable, the fact remains that for the Iroquois as well, proper names, which number several hundred or thousand, are clan possesssions that are jealously guarded. This is, moreover, what allowed Goldenweiser to demonstrate that the clans of the Little and Great Turtle, of the Little and Great Snipe, and so on were formed by doubling: they share the same names. Certainly, the names he cites are not the result of a detotalization of the clan animal. But they do suggest a detotalization of those aspects of social life and the physical world that the system of clan appellations has not already caught in the meshes of its net. It would thus be possible that the principal difference between the Iroquois system of proper names and the systems of the Miwok, Hopi, Omaha, and Osage (to restrict ourselves to a few examples) consists in the fact that these latter tribes extend an analysis already begun on the level of clan appellations as far as the plane of proper names, while the Iroquois make use of proper names to undertake an analysis devoted to new objects, but which remains of the same formal type as the other.

      More troubling is the case of various African tribes. The Baganda have names (more than 2,000 of which have been recorded), each of which is clan property. As with the Bororo of Brazil, some of the clans are rich in names, others poor. These names are not reserved for human beings, since they are also given to hills, rivers, rocks, forests, wells, landing places on the lake, bushes, and single trees. But unlike the cases previously examined, these names constitute only one category among others (Nsimbi, 212–13), and a very different procedure for forming names appears even more clearly in other tribes of the same region:

      
        Most usually Nyoro personal names may be regarded as expressing what may perhaps best be described as the “state of mind” of the parent or parents who give the name. (Beattie, 100)

      

      The phenomenon has been studied closely in another tribe of Uganda, the Lugbara, in which a child receives his name from his mother, assisted sometimes by her mother-in-law (her husband’s mother). Of the 850 names collected within a single subclan, three-quarters are linked to the conduct or character of one parent or another: In-laziness because the parents were idle people, In-the-beer-pot because the father was a drunkard, Give-not because the mother never gave her husband good or sufficient food, and so on. Other first names evoke a recent or expected death (of other children of the same parents, of the parents themselves, or of other members of the group), or even the attributes of the child. It has been noted that most of the names are uncomplimentary for the father of the child or even for his mother, who is nonetheless the inventor of the name. Those names allude to the carelessness, immorality, or social or material destitution of one or the other parent, or of both of them. How can a woman, in choosing the name of her child, describe herself as a wicked sorceress, a faithless wife, kinless, a pauper, and a starveling?

      The Lugbara say that in fact names of this kind are not usually given by the mother, but by the paternal grandmother. The latent antagonism between lineages allied through marriage explains the mother’s revenge for her in-laws’ hostility, of which she is the victim, by giving her son a name that is humiliating for his father. It also explains that the grandmother, connected to her grandchildren by a very strong emotional tie, symmetrically expresses her antagonism toward her son’s wife (Middleton, 40). And yet this interpretation is not very satisfactory since, as the author reporting it observes, the grandmother also comes from an outside lineage, and the situation her daughter-in-law finds herself in was also her own in the past. It seems to us, therefore, that Beattie’s interpretation of a similar custom among the Banyoro is more profound and more coherent. In that tribe as well, “personal names are concerned with the themes of death, sorrow, poverty, and neighborly spite.” But “the person giving the name is almost always thought of as being acted upon, not as acting; the victim of the envy and hatred of others.” This moral passivity, which reflects onto the child a self-image created by others, finds expression on the linguistic plane: “the two verbs ‘to lose’ and ‘to forget’ . . . are used in Lunyoro with the thing forgotten as the subject, the forgetter as the object . . . The loser or forgetter does not act upon things, they act upon him” (Beattie, 104 and n. 5).

      As different as this mode of formation of personal names may be from the one we considered earlier, both coexist among the Banyoro and the Lugbara. Special names are reserved for children whose births were marked by noteworthy circumstances.

      Thus among the Lugbara: Ejua for a male twin, Ejurua for a female twin, Ondia for the son, Ondinua for the daughter if the mother was previously thought to be sterile; Bileni (“for the grave”), the name of the first survivor after a series of stillborn children (Middleton, 34–35). These names preexist the individuals bearing them, and they are attributed to them because of a condition that is objectively theirs, but in which other individuals may find themselves as well, and that the group regards as charged with meaning. They thus differ in every respect from names that are freely invented by a specific individual for a specific individual, and that translate a passing state of mind. Shall we say that some denote classes and others individuals? And yet they are equally proper names, and the cultures in question are so aware of this that they regard them as mutually substitutable: should the occasion arise, a Lugbara mother chooses between the two methods of naming.

      There are, moreover, intermediate types. In putting Hopi names into the first category, I have provisionally put aside an aspect that makes them come close to the second. If they necessarily participate in an objective order (in this case, that of clan appellations), the relation is not with the clan of the bearer of the name (as, for instance, among the Yuma), but with that of the bestower.9f The name I bear thus evokes an aspect, not of the plant or animal that serves as my clan’s eponym, but of the plant or animal that serves as eponym of my godfather’s clan. This objectivity subjectivized by the other, of which I am the vehicle, is no doubt veiled by the indetermination of names that, as we have seen, do not refer explicitly to the eponym; but it is also reinforced in two ways: through the obligation, in order to understand the name, to trace it back to the concrete social circumstances in which it was conceived and attributed; and by the relative freedom the name-giver enjoys to follow his inspiration in coming up with a name, as long as he respects the initial condition that it be interpretable in terms of his own clan appellation. Such, mutatis mutandis, was equally the situation of the Miwok, for whom the name, equivocal and invented though it be, had to be relatable to beings or things connected to the moiety of the person named.

      We are thus in the presence of two extreme types of proper names between which there lies a whole series of intermediaries. In one case, the name is a mark of identification that, by the application of a rule, confirms the membership of the individual who is being named in a preordered class (a social group in a system of groups, a birth status in a system of statuses); in the other case, the name is a free creation of the individual who does the naming, who expresses, by means of the person he names, a transitory state of his own subjectivity. But can we say in either case that we are truly naming? The choice, it seems, is only between identifying the other by assigning him to a class, or, under cover of giving him a name, of identifying oneself through him. Therefore, we never really name: if the name we give the other is a function of the characteristics that he has, we are classing him; or if, feeling exempt from following a rule, we name the other “freely,” that is, on the basis of our own characteristics, then we are classing ourselves. And most often, we do both at once.

      Suppose I buy a pedigree dog. If I am determined to preserve his value and prestige and to transmit them to his descendants, I will have to be scrupulous in observing certain rules in choosing his name, since these rules are imperative in the society of pedigree dog owners to which I aspire to belong. Most often, moreover, the name will have been assigned to the dog on the initiative and under the responsibility of the kennel where he was born, and he will already be registered, at the time of his acquisition, in the records of the authorized breeders’ association. The name will begin with a conventional initial corresponding to the animal’s year of birth; sometimes this will be completed by a prefix or affix indicating his breeding, in the manner of a patronymic. I will no doubt remain free to address my dog differently; it is nonetheless true that a particular miniature poodle, which his master calls by the name Bowwow, is registered by the British Kennel Club under the name “Top-Hill Silver Spray,” formed from two expressions of which the first connotes a specific kennel while the second represents an available name. Thus, only the choice of a term of address can be left to the initiative of the owner: the term of reference is stereotyped,9 and since it connotes simultaneously the birth date and membership in a group, it is very precisely, as we will see below, the product of the combination of what ethnologists call a clan name and an ordinal name.

      Or I may think myself free to name my dog according to my own whim; but if I choose Médor,10 I will be classed as commonplace; if I choose Monsieur or Lucien, I will be classed as eccentric and provocative; and if I choose Pelléas, as an aesthete.

      The name chosen must also be a conceivable member of the class of dog names for the civilization to which I belong, and it must be one that is available—if not absolutely, at least relatively, that is, my neighbor must not already be using it. Thus, the name of my dog will be the result of the intersection of three domains: as the member of a class, as the member of the subclass of available names within that class, and finally as a member of the class formed by my own intentions and tastes.

      It will be seen that the problem of the relations between proper names and common nouns is not that of the relation between naming and signifying. One always signifies, be it the other or oneself. That alone is the choice, a bit like the one offered the painter between figurative and nonfigurative art; but which is nothing but the choice of assigning a class to an identifiable object, or, by putting the object outside of all classes, to make it a means of self-classification by expressing oneself through it.

      From this point of view, systems of appellations also have their “abstracts.” Thus, the Seminole Indians, to form adult names, use several series of a small number of elements, combined without regard for their meaning. So you might have a “moral” series: wise, crazy, prudent, sly, and so on; a “morphological” series: square, round, spherical, extended, and so on; a “zoological” series: wolf, eagle, beaver, puma; and by selecting a term in each series and juxtaposing them, the name will be formed: for example, “Crazy-spherical-puma” (Sturtevant, 508).11

      

      * * *

      The ethnographic study of personal names has constantly run up against obstacles that have been admirably analyzed by Thomson on the basis of an Australian example: that of the Wik Munkan, who live in the western part of the Cape York Peninsula. On the one hand, proper names are derived from totems and are considered sacred and esoteric knowledge; on the other hand, they are linked to the social personality and concern the entire set of customs, rites, and prohibitions. On both accounts, they are indissociable from a more complex system of appellations, which includes both the kinship terms normally employed as terms of address and so of profane use, and sacred terms that include proper names and totemic appellations. But even recognizing this distinction between sacred and profane, it remains the case that (sacred) proper names and (profane) kinship terms, used as terms of address, are group terms. Because of this, sacred and profane aspects are linked.

      Another difficulty results from the numerous prohibitions affecting the use of proper names. The Wik Munkan forbid all mention of a name or names for three years following the death of their bearer, until his mummified corpse is cremated. The mention of certain names is always forbidden: for instance, those of one’s sister and one’s wife’s brother. The investigator clumsy enough to want to inform himself about these names would receive as a response, in place of the requested names, words whose actual meaning is “no name,” “without a name,” or “second born” (Thomson, 157).

      A final difficulty stems from the large number of categories of names. Among the Wik Munkan, distinctions must be made between kinship terms, nämp kämpan; names indicating condition or status; nicknames;12 nämp yann, literally “name nothing,” such as “Crawler” or “Left-handed”; and finally true proper names, nämp. Only kinship terms are normally used as terms of address, except during periods of mourning when names are used that correspond to the type of mourning, and that mean “widow” or “widower,” or “stricken by the loss of a relative,” specifying whether the reference is to an elder or younger brother, a child, a (parallel or cross) nephew or niece, a grandparent. Later we will encounter a parallel custom in the tribes of the interior of Borneo.

      The procedure for forming proper names is of particular interest. Each individual possesses three personal names: a “navel” name, nämp kort’n; a “big” name, nämp pi’in; a “little” name, nämp mäny. All big and little names are derived from a totem or from attributes of a totem and thus constitute properties of the clan. Big names are related to the head or head end of the totemic animal’s body, little names to the legs, tail, or tail end. Thus, a man of the Bonefish clan will have Pämpikän, “The Man strikes” (the head) as his big name, and Yänk, “Leg” (= where the body of the Bonefish tapers toward the tail), as his little name, and a woman of the same clan, Pämkotjattä (the female correspondent of Pämpikän) and Tippunt, “Of the belly” (fat) (Thomson, 161–62).

      “Navel” names are the only ones that can come from a clan, or even the sex, other than the bearer’s. As soon as the child is born, but before the placenta is delivered, a qualified person pulls on the umbilical cord while reciting first the masculine names of the paternal lineage, then the feminine names, and finally the masculine names of the maternal lineage. The name spoken at the moment the placenta is delivered is the one the child will bear. No doubt the cord is often manipulated to guarantee getting the desired name (Thomson, 160). As in the cases cited above, here we have a procedure for forming a name that reconciles the requirements of an objective order and the play (partly free within the limits of this order) of interpersonal relations.

      This ostensibly (but falsely) “probabilistic” technique at the time of birth corresponds to those observed in other Australian tribes, on the occasion of a death, to determine the name not of the newborn but of the presumed murderer. The Bard, Ungarinyin, and Warramunga place the corpse on a platform in the branches of a tree; just below this they lay out a circle of stones or a row of sticks in which each unit represents a member of the group: the guilty party will be denounced by the exudations from the corpse running toward his stick or stone. In northwestern Australia, the body is buried, and as many small stones are set up around the grave as the group has members or suspects. The stone found to be tinged with blood indicates the murderer. Or else one pulls the dead man’s hair in jerks while reciting the list of suspects: the first hair that comes out denounces the murderer (Elkin 4, 305–6).

      It is clear that all these procedures are formally of the same type and that they display a remarkable characteristic, which they share with other systems of proper names of societies with a limited number of classes. I showed above that in such systems—which no doubt illustrate a general situation—names were always indicative of membership in a class, actual or virtual, which must be either that of the person being named or that of the person doing the naming, and that the entire difference between names attributed through the application of a rule and invented names comes down to this nuance. We should note, moreover, that this distinction does not correspond, other than superficially, to that noted by Gardiner between “disembodied” and “embodied” names, the former being those chosen from an obligatory and restricted list (such as that of the calendar of saints), and so borne simultaneously and successively by a large number of individuals, while the latter are attached to a unique individual, such as Vercingetorix and Jugurtha (Gardiner, 8–10). It seems to me, in fact, that the former are of too complex a nature to be defined only by the characteristic Gardiner proposes: they class the parents (who have chosen the name of their children) within a milieu, a period, and a style; and they class their bearers in several ways: first because a Jean is a member of the class of Jeans; then because each first name possesses, consciously or unconsciously, a cultural connotation that pervades the image others form of its bearer, and that, by subtle associations, can contribute to modeling his personality in a positive or negative way.10f Now, all of this could also be verified in the case of “embodied” names if we possessed the ethnographic context we lack: the name Vercingetorix seems to us to be attached exclusively to the victor at Gergovia only because of our ignorance of Gaulish realities.13 Gardiner’s distinction does not, then, concern two types of names, but two situations the observer finds himself in with regard to the naming system of his own society and that of a society that is foreign to him.

      This being said, it is easier to extract the principle underlying the naming system of the Wik Munkan: they form the names of persons in a way analogous to the one we ourselves use to form the names of species. Thus, in order to identify an individual, they begin by combining two class indicators, one major (the “big” name), the other minor (the “little” name). By itself, this set has a twofold effect: attesting to the bearer’s membership in a totemic group, evoked by signifiers commonly known to be its exclusive property; and circumscribing the individual’s position within the group. The combination of the big name and the little name is not individuating in itself: it defines a subset of which the bearer of the name is a member along with others, provisionally defined thanks to the same combination. It is therefore the “navel” name that completes the individuation, but its principle is entirely different. On the one hand, it can be either a “big” or a “little” name (from the same clan or another clan); either a masculine or a feminine name (whatever the sex of the bearer). On the other hand, its attribution is a function not of a system, but of an event: the coinciding of a physiological effect (theoretically independent of human will) and a moment in an enumeration.

      Let us now compare this trinomial and those of scientific botany and zoology. Consider, in biology: Pscilocybe mexicana Heim, or in zoology: Lutrogale perspicillata maxwelli. The first two terms of each trinomial assign the being under consideration to a class and a subclass belonging to a preordained set. But the third term, which is the name of its inventor, completes the system by recalling an event: it is a term from a series, not a group.

      There is undoubtedly a difference: in scientific trinomials the name of the inventor adds nothing to the identification, which is completed in the two first terms; it is, rather, a tribute to its author. But this is not quite accurate: the statistical term has a logical, and not only a moral, function. It refers us to the system of distinctions adopted by the author in question or one of his colleagues and thus allows the specialist to carry out the transformations that are indispensable for resolving problems of synonymy: to know, for example, that Juniperus occidentalis Hook is the same being as Juniperus utahensis Engelm., whereas without the name of the inventors or sponsors, we might conclude that these are two different beings. In scientific taxonomies, consequently, the function of the statistical term is symmetrical and inverse to that which the term fulfills among the Wik Munkan. It allows assimilation, not dissimilation; instead of attesting to the perfection of one mode of establishing distinctions, it refers us to a plurality of possible ways of dividing.

      Now, the Wik Munkan case is not particularly demonstrative except for the weirdness of the technique conceived by the natives, which casts a rather brutal light on the structure of the system. But this structure can be found without difficulty in the societies that have furnished all our examples: so with the Algonquian peoples, for whom the complete personal name is composed of three terms:11f a name derived from the clan appellation, an ordinal name (expressing the order of birth in the family), and a military title; that is, in this case, one “mechanical” term and two “statistical” terms of unequal power. There are more military titles than ordinal names, and the probability that the same combination would be reproduced for two distinct individuals is all the smaller in that, although the first term belongs to a group that is obligatory as a group, the name-giver’s choice among all the possibilities will be made, among other concerns, to avoid duplications. This is an opportunity to underline that the “mechanical” or “statistical” feature is not intrinsic: it is defined in relation to the person of the giver and that of the bearer. The name derived from the clan appellation unequivocally identifies the bearer as the member of a clan, but the way it is chosen from a list depends on complex historical conditions: names currently vacant, the personality and intentions of the name-giver. Inversely, “statistical” terms unequivocally define an individual position in the system of birth statuses or the military hierarchy; but the fact of occupying these positions is a result of demographic, psychological, and historical circumstances, that is, from an objective indetermination of the future bearer.

      This impossibility of defining the proper name otherwise than as a means of assigning a position in a system that involves several dimensions is also brought out by another example, drawn from our contemporary societies. For the social group taken as a whole, names such as Jean Dupont and Jean Durand denote, for the second term, the class, and, for the first, the individual. Jean Dupont belongs, first of all, to the Dupont class, and, within this class, he occupies an unequivocal position as Jean. Within the Dupont class, he is Dupont Jean, distinct from Dupont Pierre, Dupont André, and so on. But this is so little a “proper” name that within a more restricted group the logical relation between the terms is reversed. Imagine a family all of whose members habitually address each other by their first name and in which by chance the same first name, Jean, is borne by the brother and the brother-in-law. The confusion will be dispelled by the discriminating apposition of a patronym to the first name. Thus, when one family member says to another, “Jean Dupont telephoned,” he will no longer, in fact, be referring to the same binomial: the patronym has become a distinguishing name. For members of the family in question, there is first of all a class of Jeans, within which “Dupont” and “Durand” operate the individuation. Depending on whether we take the point of view of civil status or that of a particular social group, the terms of the binomial inverse their functions.

      But if the same term can in this way play the role of class indicator or individual determinant merely by virtue of its position, there is no point in wondering, as many ethnographers have, if the appellations in use in one society or another actually constitute proper names. Skinner accepts that they are so for the Sauk, but he has his doubts about their neighbors, the Menomini, whose names were honorific titles, limited in number, that could be held by only one incumbent during a lifetime (Skinner 2, 17). Similarly, among the Iroquois:

      
        Clearly the individual name . . . is only to a very limited extent comparable to our personal name. It must rather be conceived of as a sort of ceremonial designation, and also as a more intimate expression of one’s membership in a clan than is involved in the association with a clan name. (Goldenweiser, 367)

      

      As for Wik Munkan proper names:

      
        Although I have called them “personal names” they are really group names and signify membership of, and solidarity with, a totemic group. (Thomson, 159)

      

      These scruples are understandable, since the list of names that are the property and privilege of each clan is often limited, and because two persons cannot simultaneously have the same name. The Iroquois have “guardians” to whose memory they entrust the repertory of clan names, and who know the state of availability of names at any point. When a child is born, the “guardian” is called upon to tell which names are “free.” Among the Yurok of California, a child can remain nameless for six or seven years, until the name of a relative becomes vacant through the death of its bearer. However, the taboo affecting the name of the deceased lapses after a year if a young member of the lineage puts the name back into circulation.

      Still more perplexing are those names which, like those of twins or the first survivor after a series of stillbirths in Africa, assign certain individuals a place in a rigid and restricted taxonomic system. The Nuer reserve the names of low-flying birds—guinea fowl, francolin, and so on—for twins. They regard twins as beings of supernatural origin, like birds (Evans-Pritchard 2, discussion in Lévi-Strauss 6), and the Kwakiutl of British Columbia express an analogous belief in associating twins with fish. Thus, the names Salmon-head and Salmon-tail are reserved for children whose birth immediately precedes or follows that of twins. Twins themselves are alleged to descend either from olachen (if they have small hands), Oncorhynchus kisutch (silver salmon), or Oncorhynchus nerka (sockeye salmon). The diagnosis is made by an old man, himself born a twin. In the first case, he names the male twin Making-satiated and the female twin Making-satiated-woman. In the second case, the names respectively are: Only-one, Abalone-girl; and in the third, Head-worker and Head-dancer (Boas 4, pt. 1, pp. 684–93).

      The Dogon of the Sudan follow an extremely strict method in allotting proper names, since it consists in identifying the position of each individual in accordance with a genealogical and mythical model in which each name is linked to a sex, a lineage, birth order, and the qualitative structure of the group of siblings in which the individual is included: a twin himself; first or second born before or after twins; boy born after one or two girls, or inversely; boy born between two girls, or inversely, and so on (Dieterlen, 3).

      Finally, there is often a question whether to consider as proper names the ordinal names encountered among most of the Algonquian and Siouan peoples, among the Mixe (Radin 2), the Maya (Tozzer), and in southern Asia (Benedict), and so on. Let us limit ourselves to a single example, that of the Dakota, where the system is particularly developed, with the following names corresponding to the birth orders of the first seven girls and the first six boys (Wallis, 39):
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      Terms that replace proper names in the course of different stages of initiation can be put in the same category. The Australian tribes of northern Dampier Land have a series of nine names given to novices before tooth-avulsion, then before circumcision, before ritual bleeding, and so on (Elkin 4, 170). The Tiwi of Melville and Bathurst Islands, off the coast of northern Australia, give novices special names according to their grade; there are seven men’s names, covering ages fifteen to twenty-six, and seven women’s names, from ages ten to twenty-one (Hart, 286–87).

      Yet the problems that arise in such cases are no different from the one raised by the custom, known in our contemporary societies, of giving the firstborn son the first name of his paternal grandfather. “The name of the grandfather” can also be considered a title, which is both obligatory and exclusive.14 We thus pass from name to title by an imperceptible transition, linked not to any intrinsic property of the terms in question, but to their structural role in a classificatory system from which it would be vain to claim to isolate them.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Seven

        THE INDIVIDUAL AS SPECIES

      
      The naming system of the Penan, who live as nomads in the interior of Borneo, allows us to specify the relationship between terms for which one would be inclined to reserve the title of proper name and others that might, at first sight, seem of a different nature. Depending on age and family status, a Penan may be designated by three sorts of terms: either a personal name, or a teknonym (“father of So-and-so,” “mother of So-and-so”), or, finally, by what one would be tempted to call a necronym, expressing the familial relation of a deceased relative to the subject: “father deceased,” “niece deceased,” and so forth. The Western Penan have no fewer than twenty-six distinct necronyms, corresponding to the degree of kinship, the relative age of the deceased, and the sex and birth order of children up to the ninth.

      The rules governing the use of these names are surprisingly complex. Simplifying considerably, one can say that a child is known by his proper name until one of his ascendants dies. In the case of a grandfather, the child is then called Tupou. If his father’s brother dies, he becomes Ilun, and will remain Ilun until the death of another relative. At this point he will receive a new name. Before marrying and having children, a Penan can thus pass through a series of six or seven necronyms, or more.

      Upon the birth of their first child, the father and mother adopt a teknonym expressing their relationship to the child, who is designated by name. Thus Tama Awing, Tinen Awing, “father (or mother) of Awing.” Should the child die, the teknonym will be replaced by a necronym: “firstborn child deceased.” At the next birth, a new teknonym will replace the necronym, and so forth.

      The situation is further complicated by the particular rules that hold between siblings. A child is called by his name if all his brothers and sisters are alive. If one of them dies, he adopts a necronym: “elder (or younger) sibling deceased,” but as soon as a new brother or sister is born, the necronym is abandoned, and the subject resumes use of his name (Needham 1, 4).

      There are many obscurities remaining in this description; it is hard to understand how the different rules interact with each other, although they seem to be functionally linked. In broad strokes, the system can be defined by three kinds of periodicity: in relation to his ascendants, an individual goes from necronym to necronym; in relation to his siblings, from autonym (a term that is convenient for designating proper names in this kind of a system) to necronym; in relation to his children, finally, from teknonym to necronym. But what is the logical relation among these three types of terms? and what is the logical relation between the three types of periodicity? Teknonym and necronym refer to a bond of kinship and are thus “relational” terms. The autonym does not have this characteristic, and from this point of view it is opposed to the preceding forms: it determines only a “self,” in contrast with other “selves.” This opposition (implicit in the autonym) between self and other makes it possible in return to distinguish the teknonym from the necronym. The former, which includes a proper name (which is not that of the subject), can be defined as expressing a relation to an other self. The necronym, which does not involve any proper name, consists in the statement of a kinship relation, which is that of an other, unnamed, with a self, equally unnamed. We can, then, define it as an other relation. Finally, this relation is negative since the necronym mentions it only to declare it abolished.

      From this analysis the relation between autonym and necronym emerges clearly. It is that of an inverted symmetry:
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      At the same time, we can draw a first conclusion: the autonym, which I do not hesitate to consider a proper name, and the necronym, which has the characteristics of a simple class indicator, belong, in fact, to the same group. One moves from one to the other by means of a transformation.

      Let us turn now to the teknonym. What is its relation with the two other types, and first of all with the necronym? It is tempting to say that the teknonym connotes the coming of an other self to life, the necronym the passage of an other self into death—but things are not that simple, since this interpretation would not explain why the teknonym mentions the self of an other (since it incorporates an autonym), while the necronym is reduced to a negation of the other relation, without referring to a self. There is thus no formal symmetry between the two types.

      In the study that serves as a point of departure for my analysis, Needham makes an interesting remark:

      
        Something very slightly similar to death-names is seen in the older English usage of “widow” as a title . . . the contemporary French and Belgian use of “veuve,” and similar usages in many other countries of Europe. But these are so far from death names in nearly every respect that they can provide no pointers to understanding. (Needham 1, 462)

      

      This is giving up too quickly. The only thing Needham needed in order to realize the scope of his remark was to note, in the examples he cites, the bond they show between the right to a necronym and previously bearing an appellation fully comparable to a teknonym. Traditional French usage entails incorporating veuve (“widow”) in the proper name; but one does not incorporate the masculine veuf (“widower”), nor indeed orphelin (“orphan”). Why this exclusivism? The patronym belongs to the children in their own right; it can be said that in our societies it is a lineage classifier. Thus, the relationship of children to the patronym does not change as a result of the death of their parents. This is even more true of men, whose relation to their patronym remains immutable whether he be bachelor, married, or a widower.

      It is not the same for a woman. If, in losing her husband, she becomes Widow So-and-so, it is because, during her husband’s lifetime, she was the “wife of So-and-so,” in other words, she had already given up her autonym for a term expressing her relation to an other self, which is how I defined the teknonym. No doubt this term would be inexact in this situation; to maintain the parallelism, we could propose the term andronym (Greek ἀνήρ, “husband”), but this does not seem useful, since the identity of structure is immediately apparent without recourse to a verbal creation. In French usage, consequently, the right to a necronym is a function of previously bearing a term analogous to a teknonym: it is because my self is defined by my relationship to an other self that upon the death of that other, my identity can only be preserved through that relationship, unchanged in form, but henceforth marked with a negative sign. “Widow” Dumont is the wife of a Dumont who has not completely vanished, but who no longer exists except in his relationship to this other who is defined through him.

      One could object that both of the terms in this example are constructed in the same way, by joining a kinship relation with a patronymic determinant, whereas among the Penan, and as I have emphasized, the proper name is absent from the necronym. Before resolving this difficulty, let us turn to the series of siblings, in which there is an alternation at play between the autonym and the necronym. Why the autonym and not a term analogous to a teknonym, say, a “fratronym” of the type “brother (or sister) of so-and-so”? The answer is easy: the personal name of the child who has just been born (putting an end to the bearing of a necronym by his brothers and sisters) is mobilized elsewhere: it serves to form the teknonym of the parents, who have, in a way, captured it in order to incorporate it into the particular system by which they are defined. The name of the last-born is thus uncoupled from the series of siblings, and the other siblings, unable to define themselves either by it or by that of their deceased brother or sister (since we are now, if the phrase be permitted, in the “key of life,” and no longer in the “key of death”), fall back on the only option that remains: bearing their own name, which is also their proper name, but only, I must insist, for lack of “other” relations, some made unavailable because they are assigned to a different task, others not currently pertinent because the system’s sign has changed.

      With this point clarified, only two problems remain to be solved: the use of teknonyms by the parents and the absence of a proper name in necronyms, a problem we came up against a short while ago. Although the first appears to raise a question of content, the second a question of form, we are dealing, in fact, with a single problem, amenable to one and the same solution. One does not utter the names of the dead, and this is sufficient to explain the structure of the necronym. As for the teknonym, the inference is clear: if, when a child is born, it is forbidden to call the parents by their name, it is because they are “dead,” and procreation is understood not as an addition, but as a substitution of a new being for the old ones.

      Moreover, this helps us understand the Tiwi custom of forbidding the use of proper names during initiation and when a woman gives birth:

      
        The birth of a child is, to a native, a most mysterious affair and the woman is regarded as being intimately in touch with the spirit world. Hence her name as part of herself is invested with a ghostly character and this is expressed by the tribe in treating her husband as if she did not exist, as if she were dead in fact and for the time being no longer his wife. She is in touch with the spirits and the result will be a child for her husband. (Hart, 288–89)

      

      An observation of Needham’s suggests an interpretation of the same type for the Penan: a teknonym, he says, is not honorific and no one is ashamed not to have a child: “If you have no child, informants say . . . it is not your fault. You are sorry because there is no one to replace you, no one to remember your name . . . But you are not ashamed. Why should you be?” (Needham 1, 417).

      The same explanation holds for the couvade, since it would be a mistake to understand it as the man taking the place of the woman in labor. At times the husband and wife are required to take the same precautions, because they are identified with their child, who is exposed to serious dangers in the weeks or months following birth. At other times, as often in South America, the husband must take even greater precautions than his wife, because, according to the indigenous theories of conception and gestation, it is his person in particular that is identified with that of the child. In neither of these hypotheses does the father play the role of the mother: he plays that of the child. Ethnologists have rarely been mistaken on the first point; but it is even rarer for them to have understood the second.

      Three conclusions may be drawn from this analysis. In the first place, proper names, far from constituting a separate category, form a group with other terms that differ from proper names, even though they are united to them by structural relations. The Penan themselves conceive of these terms as class indicators: it is said that one “enters” a necronym, not that one takes or receives it.

      Second, within this complex system, proper names occupy a subordinate place. Ultimately, it is only children who bear their names openly, since they are too young to be structurally qualified by the familial and social system, or because the means of this qualification are provisionally suspended to the benefit of their parents. The proper name thus suffers a veritable logical devaluation. It is the mark of being “unclassed,” or of the temporary obligation for candidates for a class to define themselves as unclassed (the case of siblings resuming use of their autonym), or even by their relationship to an unclassed person (as parents do in assuming a teknonym). But no sooner does death hollow out a gap in the social network than the individual finds himself, as it were, vacuumed into it. Thanks to gaining a necronym, which has absolute logical priority over the other forms, he replaces his own proper name, a mere place in line, with a position in the system, which can thus be considered, at the most general level, as being made up of discrete quantified classes. The proper name is the reverse side of the necronym, of which the teknonym offers in turn an inverted image. The case of the Penan is, to all appearances, the opposite of that of the Algonquians, the Iroquois, and the Yurok; in one case, one is obliged to wait for the death of a kinsman to be freed of one’s own name; in the other, one is often obliged to wait for a kinsman to die in order to accede to that kinsman’s name. But in fact, the logical devaluation of the name is just as great in the second case as in the first:

      
        This individual name is never used in either direct address or indirect reference to relatives, the relationship term doing service in all such cases. Even when addressing a non-relative, the individual name is very seldom used, the form of address consisting in a relationship term, according to the relative age of the speaker and the person addressed. Only when non-relatives are referred to in conversation is it customary to use the individual name, which even then will not be used if the context plainly indicates the person referred to. (Goldenweiser, 367)

      

      Among the Iroquois as well, and despite the difference that we have noted, the individual is “unclassed” only if it is impossible to do otherwise.1f

      Beliefs of all kinds have been invoked to explain the extremely common prohibition on the names of the dead. Such beliefs exist and are well attested, but should we regard them as the origin of the custom, as one of the factors that have contributed to reinforcing it, or even as one of its consequences? If my interpretations are correct, the prohibition of use of the names of the dead appears to be a structural property of certain systems of naming.1 Either proper names are already class operators, or they offer a provisional solution while awaiting classification; thus, they always represent classing at the most modest level. In the extreme case, as with the Penan, they are no longer more than the temporarily unclassed means for forming classes, or even drafts drawn on the logical solvency of the system, that is, on its anticipated ability to furnish the creditor a class at the appropriate time. Only newcomers—that is, children being born—pose a problem: for there they are. Now, any system that treats individuation as a classification (and we have seen that this is always the case) risks seeing its structure called into question every time it receives a new member.

      This problem admits of two sorts of solution, between which, moreover, there are intermediate forms. If the system in question is made up of classes of positions, it will be enough for it to have a sufficient reserve of open positions to accommodate all the children being born. Given that the available positions will always be greater in number than the population, synchrony is sheltered against the vagaries of diachrony, at least in theory; this is the Iroquois solution. The Yurok are less ambitious; among them, children have to wait their turn. But since everyone is still assured of being classified within a few years, they can remain temporarily undifferentiated while waiting to receive a position in a class guaranteed to them by the structure of the system.

      When the system consists of classes of relations, everything changes. Instead of one individual disappearing and another replacing him in a position labeled with a proper name that outlasts each of them, it is necessary, for the relation to become a class term itself, to eliminate the proper names that posit related terms as so many distinct entities. The final units of the system are no longer classes with a single member, through which living occupants pass one after the other, but class relations between the real dead, or the virtually dead (the parents who define themselves as dead in contrast to the life they have created), and the real living, or even virtually living (newborn children who get a proper name to allow their parents to define themselves in relation to them, until the real death of an ascendant allows them, in turn, to define themselves in relation to him). In these systems, then, classes are formed of different types of dynamic relations connecting entrances and exits, whereas among the Iroquois and in other societies of the same type, they are based on an inventory of static positions, which may be vacant or occupied.2f

      Thus, the prohibition on the names of the dead does not pose a separate problem for the ethnologist: the dead person loses his name for the same reason that—among the Penan—the living person loses his upon entering the system, and assumes a necronym, that is, becomes a term in a relationship whose other term—since he is dead—now only exists in a relationship that defines a living being with regard to him; for the same reason, in sum, that the father and mother also lose their names upon assuming a teknonym, thus resolving (until the death of one of their children) the difficulty resulting for the system from the procreation of a supernumerary member. This new being will have to wait “at the door” as a named person until someone’s exit permits him to make his entrance, and two beings, of whom one had previously been outside the system, and the other is now out of it, merge into one of the classes of relations of which the system is formed.

      Some societies guard their names jealously and make them practically impervious to wear. Others squander them and destroy them at the end of each individual existence; then they get rid of them by prohibiting their use and manufacture other names in their place. But these apparently contradictory attitudes do no more than express two aspects of a constant property of classificatory systems: they are finite and cannot be deformed. Through its rules and customs, every society does no more than apply a rigid and discontinuous grid over the continuous flow of generations, on which it thus imposes a structure. In order for one or the other attitude to prevail, a logical nudge is sufficient: either the system of proper names forms the finest mesh of the filter, with which it is consequently solidary; or it is left outside, but still with the function of individuating the continuous, and in this way sets up a discontinuity that is a preliminary condition for classification. In both cases, as well, the deceased, from whom the grid constantly recedes, lose their names: either because the living take their names from them, as symbols of positions that must always be occupied,3f or because the names of the dead are erased as an effect of the same movement that, at the other end of the grid, obliterates the names of the living.

      Between these two forms, the Tiwi naming system, to which I have referred on several occasions, occupies an intermediate position. First, the proper names are meticulously reserved for each bearer:

      
        It is impossible for any two people to have the same name . . . Although the Tiwi number nearly eleven hundred people at the present time, and each one of these has on an average three names, a careful study of these three thousand three hundred names failed to reveal any two as being identical. (Hart, 281)

      

      This proliferation of names is further augmented by the number and diversity of prohibitions relating to them. These prohibitions are applied in two directions: as I have indicated in an example,4f they fall, first of all, upon words in current use that are phonetically similar to names of the deceased; and in addition to these, all the names the deceased had bestowed on other people, whether his own children or the children of others. A young child with only one name, that given by his father, would become nameless if his father died, and would remain in this state until he got a new name from somewhere (Hart, 282). Every time a woman remarries, her husband gives new names not only to his predecessor’s children, but to all those to whom his wife has given birth in the course of her life, no matter who may have been their father. Since the Tiwi practice polygyny principally to the benefit of old men, a man can scarcely hope to marry before the age of thirty-five, and women pass from husband to husband as a result of the age difference between husbands and wives, which makes it very likely that husbands will die before their wives. No one, consequently, can pride himself on having a permanent name until the death of his mother (Hart, 283).

      Such a strange system would remain incomprehensible if a hypothesis did not suggest the explanation: here relations and positions are put on the same footing. Thus, every abolition of a relation entails that of the proper names that were a function of it, whether socially (names bestowed by the deceased) or linguistically (words resembling the names of the deceased). And every creation of a new relation triggers a process of renaming within the domain of that relation.

      

      * * *

      A number of ethnographers have approached the problem of proper names from the perspective of kinship terms:

      
        Logically, terms of relationship may be regarded as ranking between proper names and pronouns. They occupy a position between both and might be called individualized pronouns or generalized proper names. (Thurnwald, 357)

      

      But if this transition, too, is possible, it is because, from the perspective of ethnology, proper names always appear as terms that are generic or have a generalizing function. In this respect, they do not differ fundamentally from the names of species, as is attested by the tendency of popular language to attribute human names to birds according to their respective species.2 In French, the sparrow is Pierrot, the parrot Jacquot, the magpie Margot, the finch Guillaume, the wren Bertrand or Robert, the water-rail Gérardine, the little owl Claude, the eagle-owl Hubert, the crow Colas, the swan Godard . . . This last name was also related to a socially significant condition, since in the seventeenth century, it was given to husbands whose wives were giving birth (Witkowski, 501–2).5f Isn’t it the case that names of species, for their part, possess certain characteristics of proper names? Following Brøndal,6f Gardiner admits as much for the terminology of scientific zoology and botany:

      
        The name Brassica rapa easily evokes the thought of a botanist classifying a number of specimens which to the lay mind are much alike, and to one of which he gives the name Brassica rapa, just as a parent names his baby. We have no such thought about the word turnip, and Brassica rapa is simply the scientific name for the ordinary turnip.3 We may find confirmatory support for regarding Brassica rapa as a proper name, or at least as much more of a proper name than turnip, in the fact that we do not say This is a Brassica rapa or These are Brassica rapas, though we might say These are fine specimens of Brassica rapa. In so saying we appeal to the name of any single example of the type, whereas in speaking of a certain vegetable as a turnip, we appeal to the similarity of that vegetable to others of its kind. The difference of linguistic attitude is a mere nuance, but it is a real one. In the one instance the sound of the name, what we usually describe as “the name itself,” is more in the foreground than in the other instance. (Gardiner, 52)

      

      This interpretation illustrates the central thesis of the author, for whom “proper names are identificatory marks recognizable, not by the intellect, but by the senses” (Gardiner, 41). Now, we have already given a basis for the assimilation of botanical and zoological terms to proper names by showing that in a large number of societies proper names are formed in the same way as the natural sciences construct the names of species. The resulting conclusion is diametrically opposed to that of Gardiner: proper names seemed to be close to species names above all in cases in which they clearly play the role of class indicators, thus, when they are part of a signifying system. Gardiner, on the contrary, claims to explain the same analogy by the non-signifying character of scientific terms, which he reduces, like proper names, to mere distinctive sonorities. If he were correct, we would end up with a strange paradox: for the uninitiated, ignorant of both Latin and botany, Brassica rapa is certainly reducible to a distinctive sound, but he does not know of what; in the absence of any external information, he would not be able to perceive this utterance as a proper name, but only as a word of unknown meaning, if not a mere flatus vocis. This, moreover, is what happens in certain Australian tribes, in which totemic species are given names from the sacred language that awaken no animal or plant association in the mind of the uninitiated. If, then, Brassica rapa offers the characteristics of a proper name, this can only be for the botanist, who is also alone in saying: “These are fine specimens of Brassica rapa.” But for the botanist, it is a case of something quite different from a distinctive sound, since he knows both the meaning of the Latin words and the rules of taxonomy.

      
        [image: ]

        FIGURE 7.1 Brassica rapa. From E. Lambert, Traité pratique de botanique (Paris, 1883).

      
      Gardiner’s interpretation would thus have to be limited to the case of the semi-initiated, who would recognize Brassica rapa as the name of a botanical species, without knowing what plant was being referred to. Despite the author’s denials (p. 51), this is a return to Vendryes’s bizarre idea (p. 189) that the name of a bird becomes a proper name when one is unable to identify the species to which the bird belongs. But everything that has been said up to now suggests that the connection between a proper name and the name of a species is not contingent. It comes from the fact that a phrase like Brassica rapa is doubly “outside discourse”—because it belongs to the language of science and because it is made up of Latin words. For these reasons, it is difficult for it to enter the syntagmatic chain; its paradigmatic nature thus comes to the fore. Similarly, it is because of the paradigmatic role held by proper names in a system of signs external to the system of the language that their insertion in the syntagmatic chain perceptibly breaks its continuity: in French by the absence of an article preceding them and through the use of a capital letter to transcribe them.

      The Navajo Indians seem to have come up with a clear enough notion of the problems that we have been discussing. One of their myths rejects Gardiner’s interpretation in advance:

      
        One day the Mouse met a Bear and asked him if his name was Cac. This made the Bear angry and he tried to hit the Mouse, who ran behind the Bear and set fire to his fur. The Bear couldn’t put it out, so he gave four songs as Offerings to the Mouse, begging him to put out the fire; nowadays if you carry Mouse Hair with you, no Bear will touch you. (Haile and Wheelwright, 46)

      

      The myth humorously underlines the difference between species names and distinctive sonorities. For the Navajo, one of the reasons for this difference has to do with the fact that the species name is, at least in part, a proper name. In the narrative we just read, the Mouse offends the Bear because he addresses him incorrectly, using a farcical word. Now, the botanical terms of the Navajo (their zoological vocabulary has been studied less thoroughly) generally consist of a trinomial: the first element is the actual name, the second describes its use, and the third its appearance. Most people, it seems, know only the descriptive term. As for the “true name,” it is a term of address used by priests to speak to the plant: a proper name, consequently, and one that it is essential to know well and to pronounce correctly (Wyman and Harris; Leighton and Leighton).

      We do not use scientific nomenclature to enter into a dialogue with plants and animals. However, we readily give animals, and borrow from plants, some of the names that serve as terms of address between humans: our daughters are sometimes named Rose or Violette and, reciprocally, several animal species are allowed to share first names habitually borne by men and women. But why, as I have already noted, does this liberal perspective operate above all to the benefit of birds? In their anatomical structure, physiology, and way of life, birds are situated further from men than dogs, to whom one does not give a human first name without provoking a feeling of uneasiness, and even perhaps of mild scandal.4 It seems to me that the explanation is already contained in this remark.

      If birds, more easily than other zoological classes, receive human first names according to the species to which they belong, it is because they can be permitted to resemble humans insofar as, precisely, they differ from them. Birds are covered with feathers, have wings, lay eggs, and physically, as well, they are disconnected from human society by the element in which they have the privilege of moving. As a result, they form a community independent from ours, but which, as a result of that very independence, strikes us as an “other” society, and homologous to the one we live in: birds love freedom; they build themselves dwellings where they live as families and nurture their young; they often maintain social relations with other members of their species; and they communicate with them by acoustic means that suggest articulate language.

      As a result, all the objective conditions are brought together for us to conceive of the world of birds as a metaphorical human society: are the two not, moreover, literally parallel at another level? Mythology and folklore attest, with countless examples, to the frequency of this mode of representation; one such is the comparison, already mentioned, the Chickasaw Indians make between the society of birds and a human community.7f
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        FIGURE 7.2 Alphabet of birds. Oiseaux divers (Metz: Gangel), no. 115. Musée National des Arts et Traditions Populaires, cat. no. 50-39-2583. Photo: Huillard.

      
      Now, this metaphorical relation, imagined between the society of birds and that of men, is accompanied by a procedure for naming that, for its part, is of a metonymical order (I do not feel bound, in this work, to respect the subtleties of grammarians, and synecdoche—a “species of metonymy,” according to Littré6—will not be treated as a distinct trope): when a species of birds is christened Pierrot, Margot, or Jacquot, these names are selected out of a stock that belongs to human beings, and the relation of bird names to human names is therefore that of part to whole.
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        FIGURE 7.3 Society of animals. Caricatures (Metz: Gangel). Musée National des Arts et Traditions Populaires, cat. no. 53-86-5120. Photo: Huillard.

      
      The situation is symmetrical and inverse for dogs. Not only do they not form an independent society, but, as “domestic” animals, they are part of human society, even as they occupy such a humble place in it that we would not dream of following the example of certain Australians and Amerindians and naming them as we do humans, whether with proper names or kinship terms.8f On the contrary, we allot them a special series: Azor, Médor, Sultan, Fido, Diane (this last a human first name to be sure, but perceived, first of all, as mythological), and so on, which are almost all theatrical names forming a series parallel to those that are borne in everyday life, or, in other words, metaphorical names. Consequently, when the relationship between (human and animal) species is socially conceived as metaphorical, the relation between their respective systems of naming takes on a metonymical character; and when the relationship between species is conceived as metonymical, systems of naming take on a metaphorical character.

      Here now is another case: that of cattle, whose social position is metonymical (as part of our techno-economic system), but different from that of dogs in that cattle are more overtly treated as objects, and dogs as subjects. (This is suggested, on the one hand, by the collective name by which we designate the former,7 and, on the other, by the taboo in our culture on eating dogs; the situation is different among African pastoralists, who treat cattle the way we treat dogs.) Now, the names we give cattle belong to a different series from that of birds or of dogs; they are generally descriptive terms that evoke the color of their coats, their bearing and temperament: Rustaud, Rousset, Blanchette, Douce, and so on (compare Lévi-Strauss 2, 262).9f These names often have a metaphorical character;8 but they differ from the names given to dogs in that they are epithets coming from the syntagmatic chain, while dog names come from a paradigmatic series; the first thus belong more to speech, the second, rather, to language.9

      Finally, let us consider the names given to horses. Not ordinary horses, which, depending on the class and profession of their owner, can be situated at a greater or lesser distance from cattle or dogs, and whose place is made still more uncertain by the rapid technical transformations that have marked our era, but racehorses, whose sociological position is clearly different from the cases already examined. First of all, how can we characterize this position? It cannot be said that racehorses constitute an independent society in the manner of birds, since they are a product of human industry, and they are born and live next to each other as so many isolated individuals in stables conceived for them. Nor are they part of human society, either as subjects or as objects; they are, rather, the desocialized condition for the existence of a social group that lives off racecourses or frequents them. Corresponding to these differences is another in the system of naming, even if the comparison calls for two reservations: the names given to racehorses are chosen through the application of specific rules, which are different for thoroughbreds and half-breds; and they show an eclecticism that draws on learned literature more than on oral tradition. That said, there is no doubt that the names of racehorses contrast significantly with those of birds, dogs, and cattle. They are rigorously individualized since, as among the Tiwi, no two individuals may have the same name; and even though, like names for cattle, they are formed through selection from the syntagmatic chain (Océan, Azimut, Opéra, Belle-de-Nuit, Télégraphe, Luciole, Orviétan, Weekend, Lapis-lazuli, and so on), they maintain their distance from it through an absence of descriptive connotation: their creation is absolutely free to the extent that it respects the requirement of unambiguous individuation, and the specific rules to which I have alluded. Consequently, while cattle receive descriptive names formed from the words of everyday discourse, racehorses are named with words of everyday discourse that do not describe them, or do so only rarely. If names of the first type resemble nicknames (surnoms, literally, “over-names”), those of the second deserve to be called sub-names (sous-noms, literally, “under-names”) since it is in this domain that the most far-reaching arbitrariness reigns.

      In summary, then: birds and dogs are pertinent in relation to human society, either because they evoke it through their own social life (which men think of as an imitation of their own) or because, having no social life of their own, they form part of ours.

      Like dogs, cattle form part of human society; but they form part of it, as it were, asocially, since they are situated on the border with objects. Finally, racehorses, like birds, form a series disconnected from the human community, but, as with cattle, lacking in intrinsic sociability.

      If, then, birds are metaphorical human beings and dogs metonymical human beings, cattle, for their part, are metonymical nonhuman beings and racehorses metaphorical nonhuman beings: cattle are contiguous only for lack of similarity and racehorses similar only for lack of contiguity. Each of these two categories offers an image in intaglio of one of the two other categories, which are themselves in a relation of inverted symmetry.

      The linguistic equivalent of this system of psycho-sociological differences appears at the level of naming. Names of birds and dogs are part of the system of the language. But even though they present the same paradigmatic nature, they differ in that the former are real first names and the latter are first names by convention. Names of birds are selected out of the stock of ordinary human first names, of which they form a part, while dogs’ names reproduce virtually in its totality a stock of names that from the formal point of view resemble human first names, even if they are rarely borne by ordinary human beings.

      Names of cattle and horses belong more to speech, since both are drawn from the syntagmatic chain. But names of cattle remain closer to it, since, as descriptive terms, they can just barely be considered proper names. The cow of whom people habitually say “Isn’t she gentle [douce]?” is called Douce. The names given to cattle thus survive as witnesses of a bygone discourse, and at any moment they can resume, in discourse, their function as epithets: even when one speaks to cattle, their character as objects never allows them to be anything but what is spoken about. Names of racehorses are “in discourse,” but in a different manner: not “still in discourse,” but “made up of discourse.” To find names for horses, it is necessary to break up the syntagmatic chain and transform its discrete elements into proper names that cannot figure in discourse in any other capacity, unless the context dispels the ambiguity. The difference here is due to the fact that cattle are placed in the nonhuman part of human society, while racehorses (which belong objectively to the same category) primarily present the image of an antisociety to a restricted society that exists only through them. Of all the systems of naming, the one applied to them is the most frankly inhuman, just as the most barbarous technique of linguistic demolition is put to work to construct it.

      In the end, we reach a system with three dimensions:
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      On the horizontal plane, the upper line corresponds to the metaphorical relation, positive or negative: between human and animal (that is, bird) societies, or between the society of men and the antisociety of horses; the lower line to the metonymical relation between the society of men, on the one hand, and, on the other, dogs and cattle, which are members of human society either as subjects or objects.

      On the vertical plane, the lefthand column associates birds and dogs, which have either a metaphorical or metonymical relation to social life. The column on the right associates horses and cattle, which have no relation to social life, even if cattle form part of it (metonymy) and racehorses present a negative resemblance to it (metaphor).

      Finally, we must add two oblique axes, since the names given to birds and cattle are formed through metonymical appropriation (from either a paradigmatic set or a syntagmatic chain), while the names given to dogs and horses are constructed by metaphorical reproduction (from either a paradigmatic set or a syntagmatic chain). We are thus dealing with a coherent system.

      

      * * *

      The interest offered by these practices is not solely a function of the systematic relations that unify them.10f Although drawn from our own civilization, in which they occupy a modest place, they put us on an equal footing with other practices that are extremely important for the societies that observe them. The attention that has been given here to certain aspects of our own customs, which some will judge pointless, is thus doubly justified. First, in this way we can hope to form a more general and clearer idea of the nature of proper names; second, and above all, we are led to wonder about the hidden wellsprings of ethnographic curiosity: the fascination exercised on us by customs that are in appearance quite distant from our own, and the contradictory sentiment of presence and foreignness with which they strike us—do these not come from the fact that such customs are far closer than it seems to our own practices, of which they offer an enigmatic image asking to be deciphered? This, in any event, is what is confirmed by a comparison of the facts that have just been analyzed with certain aspects of the naming system of the Tiwi, which we had provisionally left aside.

      It will be recalled that the Tiwi are frenetic consumers of proper names: first, because each individual has several names; next, because every one of these names must be distinct from all the others; third, because every remarriage (and we have seen that they are frequent) means that all the children already born to a woman will receive new names; and finally, because at the death of an individual a prohibition falls not only on the names that he bears, but also on all those he may have conferred on others throughout his life.11f Under such conditions, how do the Tiwi succeed in ceaselessly constructing new names?

      Several different cases have to be distinguished. A proper name can be put back into circulation by the son of the deceased if he decides to take it after the period during which its use was prohibited. Many names are thus kept in reserve, constituting a kind of onomastic fund on which it is praiseworthy to draw. Nevertheless, and if one assumes that birth and death rates are constant, it can be predicted that, as a result of the prolonged duration of the taboo, the stock will keep shrinking, unless a sudden demographic imbalance acts to compensate for this. The system must, therefore, have other procedures at its disposal.

      Several such procedures in fact exist, the principal one resulting from the extension of the prohibition affecting proper names to common nouns when a phonetic similarity is observed between them.12f And yet these common nouns that have been demonetized for current use are not totally destroyed: they pass into the sacred language, reserved for ritual, where they gradually lose their meaning, the sacred language being by definition incomprehensible to the uninitiated, and are partially freed from their signifying function even for initiates. Now, sacred words that have lost their meaning can serve to forge proper names by the addition of a suffix. Thus it is that the word materandjingli from the sacred language, whose meaning is obscure, becomes the proper name Materandjingimirli. This procedure is systematically employed, and it has been proposed that the sacred language is made up above all of words that have become taboo, pukimani, from the contamination of ordinary language by the prohibition on the names of the dead. The sacred language itself is exempt from this contamination (Hart).

      These facts are important from two points of view. First, it is clear that this complicated system is perfectly coherent: proper names contaminate common nouns; these, expelled from ordinary language, pass into the sacred language, which in turn allows the formation of proper names. This cyclical movement is, as it were, kept going by a double pulsation: proper names, originally lacking meaning, acquire meaning by adhering to common nouns, and these drop their meaning by passing into the sacred language, which permits them to become proper names again. The system thus functions by an alternating pumping of semantic charge, from common nouns to proper names, and from profane language to sacred language. In the end, the energy consumed comes from ordinary language, which manufactures new words for the needs of communication, and does so in proportion as old words are taken away. This example admirably demonstrates the secondary character of the interpretations proposed to explain the prohibition on the names of the dead, whether by ethnologists or natives. For it is not fear of ghosts that could have given birth to a system as well adjusted as this. It has, rather, come to be grafted onto it.

      This conclusion will appear even more certain if we observe that the Tiwi system presents striking analogies, on the human level, with the one that I have presented for our own society, by analyzing the various ways of naming animals, and in which, needless to say, the fear of the dead does not figure in any way. Among the Tiwi as well, the system is based on a kind of arbitrage, carried out by means of proper names, between a syntagmatic chain (that of ordinary language) and a paradigmatic set (the essential feature of the sacred language, since once they have lost their meaning, its words become increasingly unfit for forming a syntagmatic chain). In addition, proper names are linked metaphorically to common nouns by the effect of a positive phonetic resemblance, while sacred words are linked metonymically to proper names (as means or ends) by the effect of a negative resemblance, based on the absence or poverty of semantic content.

      Even if one defines it, at the most general level, as consisting in an exchange of words between profane and sacred languages through the intermediary of proper names, the Tiwi system illuminates phenomena that were only accessible via minor aspects of our culture. We understand better that the terms of a doubly “sacred” language (because Latin and scientific), such as Brassica rapa, might have the character of proper names—not, as Gardiner held and as Hart seemed prepared to admit, because they have no meaning, but because, in spite of appearances, they are part of a global system in which meaning is never entirely lost: otherwise, the sacred language of the Tiwi would be not a language, but a conglomerate of oral gestures. Now, it cannot be questioned that a sacred language, even if obscure, retains a signifying vocation. We shall return to this aspect of the problem.

      For the moment, let us consider another kind of “sacred” language that we use, in the same way as the Tiwi, to introduce proper names into ordinary language, since it transforms common nouns of the appropriate domain into proper names. As we have already noted, we borrow flower names to make proper names for our daughters; but we do not stop there, since the imagination of horticulturalists endows newly created flowers with proper names borrowed from human beings. This crisscross presents some remarkable peculiarities: the names that we borrow from flowers and bestow on people (principally on persons of the female sex) are common nouns belonging to ordinary language (strictly speaking, a woman may be named Rosa but certainly not Rosa centifolia); but the names we give flowers are drawn from a “sacred” language, since the patronym or the first name is accompanied by a title conferring on it an enigmatic dignity. We do not customarily name a new flower “Elizabeth,” “Doumer,” or “Brigitte,” but “Queen Elizabeth,” “Président Paul Doumer,” “Madame Brigitte Bardot.”13f What is more, we do not take the sex of the bearer into account (in this case, the grammatical gender of the flower’s name) in naming it: une rose (which is feminine in French) and un glaïeul (“gladiolus,” which is masculine) can indifferently receive a woman’s or a man’s name, a circumstance evoking one of the rules of attribution of the “navel” name among the Wik Munkan.14f

      Now, these practices clearly belong in the same group as all those that we have been discussing, whether they come from our culture or that of Australian islanders; one finds in them, in fact, the same equivalence between metonymical and metaphorical relations that has struck us from the start as serving as their common denominator. The names we borrow from flowers to use as proper names have the quality of metaphor: lovely as a rose, modest as a violet, and so forth. But names drawn from “sacred” languages that we return to plants in exchange have the quality of metonymy, and this in two respects: Brassica rapa withdraws the self-sufficiency of “turnip,” turning it into a species of a genus, part of a whole. The name “Empress Eugénie,” given to a new variety of flower, performs a symmetrical and inverse transformation, since it makes itself felt at the level of the signifier instead of the signified; this time, the flower is designated by means of a part of a whole: not just any Eugénie, but a particular Eugénie; Eugénie de Montijo not before her marriage, but after it; not a biological individual, but a person in a determined social role, and so on.15f One kind of “sacred” name is thus “metonymizing,” the other “metonymized,” and this opposition holds for the cases we have already examined. It will be recalled that while human beings take names from flowers, they give certain of their own names to birds; those names are also “metonymizing,” since they most often consist of diminutives drawn from popular language, and they treat the community of birds (inversely from that of flowers) as equivalent, as a whole, to a humble and well-behaved subgroup of human society. In the same way, one would be disposed to say that metaphorical names given to dogs and cattle situate the role of this trope respectively at the level of the signifier and at that of the signified.

      As systematic, then, as may appear the set of procedures for naming that we have reviewed, they pose a problem: these equivalent procedures, linked by relations of transformation, operate at different levels of generality. Human first names given to birds apply to any individual member of a given species: every magpie is named Margot. But the names given to flowers—Queen Elizabeth, Empress Eugénie, and so on—cover only the variety or subvariety. Even more restricted is the field of application of names given to dogs and cattle: in the intention of the animal’s owner, they denote a single individual, even though each name can, in fact, be borne by several: there is not only one dog named Médor. Only the names of racehorses and other pedigree animals are absolutely individualized: during the twenty-six years of the alphabetical cycle, no other trotting horse than the one so baptized was, is, or will be named Orviétan III.

      But, in my view, this is the clearest proof that could be wished for that, since proper names and species names belong to the same group, there is no fundamental difference between the two types. More precisely, the reason for the difference is not in their linguistic nature, but in the way each culture carves up the real, and in the variable limits that it assigns, as a function of the problems it raises (and which may differ for each particular group within the society), to the enterprise of classification. It is thus by virtue of an external determination that a given level of classification requires appellations which, depending on the case, may be common nouns or proper names. But I am not, for all that, going back to the Durkheimian thesis of the social origin of logical thought. While there undoubtedly exists a dialectical relationship between the social structure and the system of categories, the latter is not an effect, or a result, of the former: each, at the cost of laborious reciprocal adjustments, translates certain historical and local modalities of the relations between man and the world, which form their common substrate.

      These clarifications have been indispensable in allowing us to underline the simultaneously sociological and relative character attached both to the notion of a species and to that of the individual, without risk of being misunderstood. Considered from the biological angle, men belonging to a single race (assuming that this term has a clear meaning) are comparable to individual flowers that bud, blossom, and wilt on the same tree: they are so many specimens of a variety or subvariety; similarly, all members of the species Homo sapiens are logically comparable to members of any animal or plant species. Social life, however, performs a strange transformation on this system, for it incites each biological individual to develop a personality, a notion that no longer evokes the specimen within the variety, but rather a type of variety or species that probably does not exist in nature (even though tropical environments tend at times to suggest it) and that might be called “mono-individual.” What disappears when a personality dies consists in a synthesis of ideas and forms of conduct, as exclusive and irreplaceable as the one created by one species of flower out of simple chemical substances common to all species. The loss of someone close to us or of a public figure—statesman, writer, or artist—when it touches us, does so in the same way as we might feel the irreparable loss of a fragrance if Rosa centifolia were to become extinct. From this point of view, it is not false to say that certain modes of classification, arbitrarily isolated under the label of totemism, are universally employed: among ourselves, this “totemism” has merely been humanized. Everything happens as if, in our civilization, every individual had his own personality as a totem: it is the signifier of his signified being.16f

      In that they are part of a paradigmatic set,17f proper names thus constitute the margin of a general system of classification: they are at once its continuation and its limit. When proper names come onstage, the curtain rises on the last act of the logical performance. But the length of the play and the number of acts depend on the civilization, not the language. The more or less “proper” character of names cannot be determined either intrinsically or by merely comparing them with other words of the language; it depends on the moment at which each society declares its classificatory work of art13 complete. To say that a word is perceived as a proper name is to say that it is situated at a level beyond which no classification is required, not absolutely but within a given cultural system. The proper name always remains on the side of classification.

      In every system, consequently, proper names represent quanta of signification below which one no longer does anything but point. This brings us to the root of the parallel mistake committed by Peirce and Russell, the former in defining the proper name as an “index,” the latter in believing he had discovered the logical model of the proper name in the demonstrative pronoun. This is to claim, in effect, that the act of naming is situated on a continuum allowing an imperceptible passage from the act of signifying to that of pointing. On the contrary, I hope to have established that this passage is discontinuous, even if each culture determines its thresholds differently. The natural sciences situate their threshold at the level of the species, variety, or subvariety, depending on the case. Thus, in each case they will perceive terms of different degrees of generality as proper names. But the indigenous sage—and sometimes the indigenous scientist—who also practices these modes of classification, extends them by the same mental operation to individual members of the social group, or, more precisely, to the singular positions that individuals—each one of whom forms a subclass—can occupy, simultaneously or in succession.18f From a formal point of view, there is thus no fundamental difference between the zoologist, or the botanist assigning a recently discovered plant the position Elephantopus spicatus Aubl., which was set up for it by the system (even if it was not inscribed there in advance), and the Omaha priest defining the social paradigms of a new member of the group by conferring on him the available name: Old-buffalo’s-worn-hoof. In both cases they know what they are doing.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Eight

        TIME REGAINED

      
      If we take an overall view of the approaches and procedures we have been trying to inventory so far, we are struck first of all by the systematic nature of the relations that unite them.1 In addition, this system immediately appears in a dual aspect: that of its internal coherence; and that of its capacity for extension, which is practically limitless.

      As our examples have shown, in all cases one axis (which it is convenient to imagine as vertical) supports the structure. It connects the general to the specific,2 the abstract to the concrete; but whether in one direction or the other, the classifying intention is always able to run its course to the end. This end will be defined in terms of an implicit axiomatic by which all classification proceeds by pairs of contrasts: the process of classing only stops when the time comes when it is no longer possible to make an opposition. Strictly speaking, then, the system knows no checks.3 Its internal dynamism gradually weakens as the classification proceeds along its axis, in one direction or the other. And when the system comes to a halt, it is neither because of an unforeseen obstacle resulting from the empirical properties of beings or things, nor because its mechanism is stuck: it is because it has finished its run and completely fulfilled its function.

      When the classificatory intention ascends, so to speak, upward, in the direction of greatest generality and most extreme abstraction, no diversity will prevent it from applying a scheme that subjects the real to a series of progressive filtrations; their end will be provided, in keeping with the intention of the approach, in the form of a simple binary opposition (high/low, right/left, peace/war, and so on), beyond which, for intrinsic reasons, it is as useless as it is impossible to go.

      The same operation can be repeated on other levels, be it that of the internal organization of the social group, which “totemic” classifications allow to expand to the dimensions of an international society by applying the same organizing scheme to increasingly large groups; or the spatio-temporal plane, thanks to a mythical geography that, as illustrated by an Aranda myth already cited,1f allows the inexhaustible variety of a landscape to be organized through successive reductions, ending up once again with a binary opposition (in this case, among directions and elements, since the contrast is made between land and water).

      Nor does the system encounter any external limit in the downward direction, since it succeeds in treating the qualitative diversity of natural species as the symbolic material of an order, while its movement toward the concrete, the specific, and the individual is not even stopped by the obstacle of personal appellations: not even proper names are unfit to serve as terms in a classification.

      We are thus dealing with a total system, one that ethnologists have vainly sought to cut into shreds in order to fabricate distinct institutions, of which totemism remains the most famous. But this method can only lead to paradoxes verging on the absurd: thus Elkin (4, 153–54), in a work of synthesis—which is, by the way, admirable—takes totemism as the point of departure for his analysis of the religious thought and organization of the natives of Australia. But soon confronted with its speculative richness, he evades this difficulty by opening up a special rubric for “classificatory totemism.” He thus makes classification a special form of totemism, whereas, as I believe has been established, it is totemism, or what has been called totemism, that constitutes, not even a mode, but an aspect or a moment of classification. Completely unaware of totemism (and no doubt thanks to this ignorance, which saved him from being tricked into believing in a phantom), Comte understood, better than the ethnologists of his time, the economy and scope of a classificatory system whose importance for the history of thought he had come to appreciate roughly, even in the absence of documents confirming his thesis:4

      
        Far from always being hostile to the rise of science, as is assumed today, the regime of fetishes long served to underwrite its spontaneous preparation, since it consecrated concrete observation, out of which abstract contemplation had to arise. (Comte 2, 3:93)

      

      No doubt Comte is assigning to a historical period—the ages of fetishism and polytheism—that “wild thought” which, for us, is not the thought of savages nor of a primitive or archaic humanity, but thought in the wild state, as opposed to thought that has been cultivated or domesticated with a view to yielding a return. This last variety appeared in certain spots on the globe and at certain moments of history, and it is natural that Comte should have grasped the first in its retrospective form as a mode of mental activity prior to the other. We understand better today that the two may coexist and interpenetrate, just as natural species may (at least in principle) coexist and cross-breed, some in their wild state, others as agriculture or domestication have transformed them, even though—from the very fact of their development and the general conditions it requires—the existence of the latter threatens the former with extinction. But whether one deplores it or rejoices in it, zones are still known in which wild thought, like wild species, is relatively protected. Such is the case of art, to which our civilization gives the status of a national park, with all the advantages and disadvantages attaching to such an artificial formula; and it is above all the case of so many sectors of social life not yet cleared for cultivation, and where, from lack of interest or lack of access, and in most cases without our knowing why, wild thought continues to prosper. Now, this is in fact what Comte became increasingly convinced of:

      
        Thus we must go back to fetishism in order to conceive of the true institution of a logic which, despite the stupid vanity of our pedants, would necessarily lose its main value if it were not popular and perpetual. (Comte 2, 3:121)

      

      This remarkable evolution, which leaves far behind the “sort of intellectual sympathy” for fetishism expressed at the conclusion of Lesson 52 (Comte 1, 5:60), may be explained in two ways. Already in the Cours de philosophie positive, Comte recommended the “judicious exploration of the various contemporary savages” (Comte 1, 5:63). He returns to this theme persistently in the Système de politique positive, praising the “humble thinkers of Central Africa” and “the remarkable works produced by contemporary fetishists.” And, speaking of sculpture and painting: “Their decisive first draft is plainly due to fetishism, above all for the former, of which Negro artists continue to offer us such remarkable examples despite the imperfection of their instruments” (Comte 2, 3:99, 120, 137). Never, it seems to me, had the arts now called “first” received such a mark of consideration!5

      Above all, Comte was moved by the ambition to make room in his system for feelings and affections, to reconcile heart and mind by way of a “true logic, which had always remained part of popular understanding in spite of scholarly distortions, a logic that makes feelings, images, and signs play a worthy role in the elaboration of thoughts” (2, 3:120). As a consequence of which: “The more one compares fetishism and positivism, the more one recognizes their fundamental affinity” (2, 3:119).

      Catching up in this manner, if I may put it this way, with domesticated thought, this thought that I call wild and that Comte calls spontaneous lays claim to being simultaneously analytic and synthetic. It is defined both by a voracious symbolic ambition, to the point that humanity has never again experienced anything comparable, and by scrupulous attention turned entirely toward the concrete. But when man observes, experiments, classifies, and speculates, he is no more driven by arbitrary superstitions than by the vagaries of chance—and we saw at the beginning of this work that it is naïve to ascribe a role to chance in the discovery of the arts of civilization.2f

      For Comte, however, intellectual evolution proceeds from the “inevitable primitive dominance of theological philosophy”—that is, from the impossibility in which man found himself, in the beginning, to interpret natural phenomena without assimilating them “to his own deeds, the only ones for which he could ever believe he understood the essential mode of production” (1, Lesson 51, 4:347). But how could he do so if, through a procedure at once simultaneous and inverse, he did not attribute to his own deeds a power and an effectiveness comparable to those of natural phenomena? This man, projected outward by man himself, cannot serve as model for a god unless the forces of nature have already been internalized in him. Comte’s error, which was shared by most of his successors, was to believe that man could, with some plausibility, people nature with wills comparable to his own, without imbuing his desires with certain attributes of that nature in which he recognized himself; for if he had begun with no more than the feeling of his own impotence, this would never have furnished him a principle of explanation.3f

      In truth, the difference between practical action, which yields a return, and magical or ritual action, without effectiveness, is not the one we think we perceive in defining them respectively in terms of their objective or subjective orientation. It may seem true if one is considering matters from the outside, but from the point of view of the agent, the relation is inverted: he considers practical action as subjective in principle and centrifugal in orientation, since it results from his intervention in the physical world. A magical operation, in contrast, seems to him to be an addition to the objective order of the universe: for him who carries it out, it presents the same necessity as the concatenation of natural causes, into which the agent believes that he is only inserting supplementary links in the form of rituals. He thus imagines that he is observing it from the outside, and as though it did not emanate from himself.

      This rectification of traditional perspectives allows us to eliminate the false problem raised, for some, by the “normal” recourse to fraud and trickery in the course of magical operations. For if the system of magic is based entirely on the belief that man can intervene in natural determinism by completing or modifying its course, it hardly matters whether he does so a bit more or a bit less: fraud is consubstantial with magic and, strictly speaking, the sorcerer never “cheats.” Between his theory and his practice, the difference is one not of nature but of degree.

      Second, the highly controversial question of the relations between magic and religion is clarified. For if, in a sense, it may be said that religion consists in a humanization of natural laws and magic in a naturalization of human actions—a treatment of certain human actions as if they were an integral part of physical determinism—then we are not dealing here with the terms of an alternative or the stages of an evolution. The anthropomorphism of nature (which is what religion consists of) and the physiomorphism of man (by which we define magic) form two components that are always present and that vary only in proportion. As we noted above, each implies the other. There is no more religion without magic than there is magic without at least a trace of religion. The notion of the supernatural exists solely for a humanity that attributes supernatural powers to itself and that in turn lends the powers of its superhumanity to nature.

      To understand the penetration demonstrated by supposed primitives when they observe and interpret natural phenomena, there is thus no need to invoke the exercise of vanished faculties or the use of a supernumerary sensitivity. The American Indian who deciphers a trail by means of imperceptible clues, or the Australian who unhesitatingly identifies footprints left by a random member of his group (Meggitt) does not proceed any differently than we ourselves do when we are driving a car and judge from a single glance, a slight shift in the direction of the wheels, a fluctuation of engine speed, or even from the supposed intention of a look, the moment to pass or avoid another vehicle. However incongruous it may seem, this comparison is rich in instruction; for what sharpens our faculties, stimulates our perception, and gives assurance to our judgments is, on the one hand, that the means at our disposal and the risks that we run are incomparably augmented by the mechanical power of the engine, and, on the other hand, that the tension that results from feeling this embodied power is exercised in a series of dialogues with other drivers whose intentions, the same as our own, are translated into signs that we constantly strive to decipher because, precisely, these are signs, and call for intellectual effort.

      Transposed to the level of mechanical civilization, we thus encounter that reciprocity of perspectives in which man and the world mirror each other, and which alone seemed able to account for the properties and capabilities of wild thought. An exotic observer would no doubt judge traffic in the downtown of a major city or on a highway to be beyond human faculties;6 and it is in fact beyond them in that it entails a confrontation, not exactly between either men or natural laws, but between systems of natural forces humanized by the intentions of drivers, and men transformed into natural forces by the physical energy of which they are the mediators. It is no longer a question of the operation of an agent on an inert object nor of the return action of an object, promoted to the status of an agent, on a subject who has given up his agency in its favor without asking for anything in return, that is, of situations entailing, on one side or the other, a certain degree of passivity: the beings involved confront each other simultaneously as subjects and as objects, and, in the code they employ, a simple variation in the distance separating them has the force of a silent adjuration.

      

      * * *

      From this point on, one understands that attentive and meticulous observation, entirely turned toward the concrete, finds both its origin7 and its outcome in symbolism. Wild thought does not distinguish the moment of observation and that of interpretation, any more than one first observes and registers the signs emitted by an interlocutor in order to try to understand them later: he speaks, and the signifying emission carries its meaning with it. This is because articulated language is divided into elements, each one of which is, not a sign, but the means for producing a sign: a distinctive unit that cannot be replaced by another without a change in meaning, and that can itself lack the attributes of this meaning, which it expresses by joining or opposing other units.

      This conception of classificatory systems as systems of signification will be thrown into even clearer relief if we rapidly consider two traditional problems: that of the relationship between so-called totemism and sacrifice; and that posed by the resemblances presented, throughout the world, by myths that serve to explain the origin of clan names.

      That the history of religions was able to see totemism as the origin of sacrifice remains, after so many years, a matter of amazement. Even if we agreed, for the sake of argument, to grant totemism a semblance of reality, the two institutions would only appear all the more contrasting and incompatible, as Mauss, not without hesitation and afterthoughts, was often led to affirm.

      I am not claiming that segmentary societies whose clans bear animal and plant names could not have practiced certain forms of sacrifice: it is enough to evoke dog sacrifice among the Iroquois to be convinced to the contrary. But among the Iroquois, the dog does not serve as eponym for any clan, and the sacrificial system is thus independent of that of clan affinities. Above all, there is another reason that makes the two systems mutually exclusive: if one admits that, in both cases, an affinity is implicitly acknowledged between a man or a group of men, on the one hand, and an animal or plant, on the other hand (as eponym of a group of men, as thing that is sacrificed taking the place of a man, or serving as medium for the human sacrificer), it is clear that in the case of totemism, no other species or natural phenomenon can be substituted for the eponym: one beast can never be taken for another. If I am a member of the Bear clan, I cannot belong to that of the Eagle, since, as we have seen, the system’s only reality consists in a network of distinctive differences between terms posited as discontinuous. The inverse is the case for sacrifice: even though distinct things are often preferentially destined for certain divinities or certain types of sacrifice, the fundamental principle is that of substitution; if the prescribed thing is lacking, anything else can replace it, provided that the intention, which is what counts, persists, and even though one’s zeal may vary.4f Sacrifice is thus situated in the realm of continuity:

      
        When a cucumber is used as a sacrificial victim, Nuer speak of it as an ox. In doing so they are asserting something rather more than that it takes the place of an ox. They do not, of course, say that cucumbers are oxen, and in speaking of a particular cucumber as an ox in a sacrificial situation they are only indicating that it may be thought of as a ox in that particular situation. And they act accordingly by performing the sacrificial rites as closely as possible to what happens when the victim is an ox. The resemblance is conceptual, not perceptual. The “is” rests on qualitative analogy. And the expression is asymmetrical, a cucumber is an ox, but an ox is not a cucumber. (Evans-Pritchard 2, 128)

      

      There are thus two fundamental differences between the system of totemism and that of sacrifice: the first is a quantified system, whereas the second allows a continuous passage between its terms: as a sacrificial victim, a cucumber can serve for an egg; an egg for a chick; a chick for a hen; a hen for a goat; a goat for an ox. Moreover, this gradation is oriented: for want of an ox, a cucumber is sacrificed, but the inverse would be an absurdity. On the contrary, for so-called totemism, relations are always reversible: in a system of clan names in which both figure, the ox would actually be the equivalent of the cucumber, in the sense that it is impossible to confound them, and they are identically suitable for manifesting the distinctive difference between the two groups that they respectively connote. But they can only fill this role to the extent that totemism (as opposed to sacrifice) proclaims them to be distinct, and so not substitutable for each other.

      Should one wish, at this point, to delve more deeply into the reason for these differences, one would find it in the roles respectively assigned to natural species in each system. Totemism is based on a homology postulated between two parallel series—that of natural species and that of social groups—the respective terms of which, let us not forget, do not resemble each other two by two; only the global relation between the series is homeomorphic: a formal correlation between two systems of differences, each of which constitutes a pole of opposition. In sacrifice, the series of natural species (continuous and no longer discontinuous, oriented and no longer reversible) plays the role of intermediary between two polar terms, one of which is the sacrificer and the other the divinity, and between which, at the outset, there is no homology, nor even a relation of any kind: the aim of the sacrifice being precisely to establish a relationship, which is not of resemblance but of contiguity, by means of a series of successive identifications. This can be effected in either direction, depending on whether the sacrifice is expiatory or represents a rite of communion: either an identification of the person offering the sacrifice with the sacrificer who is carrying it out, of the sacrificer with the victim,8 of the consecrated victim with the divinity; or else in the reverse order.

      
        [image: ]

      
      This is not all. Once the relation between man and divinity is established through the consecration of the victim, the sacrifice shatters it by the destruction of this same victim. A discontinuity thus appears, brought about by man; and since man had established the prerequisite communication between the human reservoir and the divine reservoir, the latter must automatically fill the void by liberating the anticipated benefit. The scheme of sacrifice consists in an irreversible operation (the destruction of the victim) in order to trigger, at another level, an equally irreversible operation (the granting of divine grace), which results necessarily from the prerequisite of bringing into communication two “receptacles” that are not at the same level.

      We see that sacrifice is an absolute or extreme operation bearing on an intermediary object. From this point of view, it resembles, even in opposing them, rites called “sacrilegious,” such as incest, bestiality, and so on, which are intermediary operations bearing on extreme objects; this was demonstrated in an earlier chapter with regard to a minor sacrilege: the presence of a menstruating woman while eagle-hunting rituals are in progress among the Hidatsa Indians.5f Sacrifice seeks to establish a desired connection between two domains that are initially separated: as is said, aptly, its aim is to get a distant divinity to fulfill human wishes. It believes it will succeed in this by connecting the two domains by means of a consecrated victim (an ambiguous object, which in fact partakes of one and the other), and then by eliminating this connecting term: sacrifice thus creates a deficit of contiguity, and induces (or believes it induces), through the intentionality of prayer, a compensatory continuity to spring forth at the plane on which the initial deprivation, as felt by the sacrificer, traced in anticipation, and as if with a dotted line, the path for the divinity to follow.9

      It is not enough, then, that we sometimes observe the consumption of the totemic species in the Australian rites of increase known as Intichiuma10 for us to treat it as a primitive, or even an aberrant, form of sacrifice: the resemblance is as superficial as that which would lead one to identify whales and fish. Moreover, these rites of increase are not regularly linked to so-called totemic classifications; even in Australia, they do not always accompany them, and numerous examples of rites of increase without “totemism,” and of “totemism” without rites of increase, are known throughout the world.

      Above all, the structure of rites of the Intichiuma type and the implicit notions on which they are based are very distant from those we have uncovered in sacrifice. In societies having the Intichiuma, the (magical) production and (real) consumption of natural species are normally disconnected, the effect of an identity posited between each group of men and a totemic species, and of a distinction promulgated or observed between social groups, on the one hand, and natural species, on the other. The role of the Intichiuma is thus, periodically and for a brief time, to reestablish the contiguity between production and consumption, as though it were necessary, from time to time, for human groups and natural species to pair off two by two as partners, before each leaves to assume its place in the game: species to feed the men who do not “produce” them, and men to “produce” the species that they prohibit themselves from eating. In the Intichiuma, consequently, men briefly affirm their substantial identity with their respective totemic species, through the twofold rule that each group produce what it consumes and consume what it produces, and that these things are the same for each and different for all; thanks to which the normal play of reciprocity will no longer risk creating confusion between the fundamental definitions that must be periodically repeated. If one designates the natural series by capital letters and the social series by small letters:
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      the Intichiuma recalls the affinity between A and a, B and b, C and c, N and n, attesting to the fact that if, in the normal course of existence, group b incorporates species A, C, D, E . . . N by consuming them as food, group a species B, C, D, E . . . N, and so forth, it is a matter of an exchange between social groups and of arbitrage between resemblance and contiguity, not of the replacement of one resemblance with another, or one contiguity with another.6f Sacrifice resorts to comparison as a means of erasing differences, and to establish contiguity; meals said to be totemic establish contiguity, but only with an eye to permitting a comparison, with the expected result of confirming differences.

      The two systems are thus opposed by their orientation—metonymical in one case, metaphorical in the other. But this antisymmetry leaves them still on the same plane, while from an epistemological point of view they are in fact situated at different levels.

      Totemic classifications have a twofold objective foundation: natural species truly exist, and they do indeed exist in the form of discontinuous series; on their side, social segments exist as well. What is called totemism restricts itself to conceiving a homology of structure between the two series, a perfectly legitimate hypothesis since social segments are instituted by society, and it is in the power of each society to make the hypothesis plausible by making its rules and representations conform to it. On the contrary, the system of sacrifice makes a nonexistent term—divinity—intervene; and it adopts an objectively false conception of the natural series, since, as we have seen, it represents this series as continuous. To express the offset between totemism and sacrifice, then, it is not enough to say that the former is a system of references, the latter a system of operations; that one elaborates a scheme of interpretation, while the other proposes (or believes it proposes) a technique for obtaining certain results: one is true, the other false. More precisely, classificatory systems are located on the level of a language:11 they are codes, more or less well formed, but always with the goal of expressing meanings, whereas the system of sacrifice represents a private discourse, and lacking good sense however frequently it is proffered.

      

      * * *

      In another work, I briefly evoked the myths of the origin of so-called totemic institutions and showed that even in widely separated regions, and despite different storytelling modes, these myths all teach the same lesson, namely: (1) that these institutions are based on a global correspondence between two series, and not on particular correspondences between their terms; (2) that this correspondence is metaphorical, not metonymical; (3) finally, that it becomes apparent only after each series has first been impoverished by the suppression of elements, in a way that allows their internal discontinuity to stand out clearly (Lévi-Strauss 6, 16–18 and 23–29).

      In its precision and richness (which are all the more striking in that the myths analyzed are known to us only in abridged or mutilated7f versions), this doctrine is in singular contrast with the insignificance of myths that account for the specific appellations of each clan. These resemble each other throughout the world, but above all in their poverty. Certainly, Australia possesses complex myths that lend themselves to a semantic analysis inspired by the one I have applied to myths of other regions (Stanner 2). And yet specialists of this continent are accustomed to collecting myths in which the attribution of a half-human, half-animal ancestor to a totemic group results from a simple observation: the myth records that the ancestor appeared at such a place, that he followed such a trajectory, accomplished specific actions here and there designating him as the author of features of the terrain that can still be observed, and finally that he stopped or disappeared in a particular spot. Properly speaking, then, the myth comes down to the description of an itinerary, and it adds nothing, or almost nothing, to the remarkable facts that it lays claim to founding: that a trajectory, and the water-holes, thickets, or cliffs that mark it, have sacred value for a human group; and that this group proclaims its affinity with one natural species or another: caterpillar, emu, or kangaroo.12

      No doubt, and as T. G. H. Strehlow has stressed (18–19), the exclusive use of pidgin long obliged investigators to settle for versions as sketchy as they were ridiculous. But aside from the fact that we currently dispose of numerous texts with interlinear translations, and adaptations that are the work of competent specialists, other regions of the world, where the linguistic obstacles were overcome more quickly, provide myths of exactly the same type. Let me limit myself here to three examples, all of them American, the first two coming respectively from the northern and southern United States, the third from central Brazil.

      In order to explain their clan names, the Menomini say that when he took on a human form, the bear settled with his wife not far from the mouth of the Menominee River, where they fished for sturgeon, which was their only food (the Bear and Sturgeon clans belong to the same phratry). One day, three thunderbirds lit on a great ledge of rock that can be seen projecting into Lake Winnebago, near the place called Fond du Lac. The thunderbirds became men and paid a visit to the bears. They came to an agreement to call together several animals; the myth specifies the place of birth or residence of each. They all set out together. When they got to Green Bay, on Lake Michigan, the wolf, who did not know how to swim, was carried by an accommodating wave to the opposite shore. As a sign of his gratitude, he adopted the wave as one of the totems of his clan. An analogous incident, situated near Mackinaw, also on Lake Michigan, had as a result the association of the black bear and the bald eagle. Similarly, it was as a result of chance meetings and services rendered that relations between other clans were established: elk, crane, dog, deer, beaver, and so forth (Hoffman, 39–41; Skinner 1, 8–10).

      If the Hopi Tansy Mustard clan bears that name along with those of the Oak, Chaparral Cock, and Policeman, it is because in the course of a legendary migration, they tried to stop a child from crying by offering him mustard leaves and an oak branch, gathered and cut on the trail; after this they met the cock and then the “policeman.” The Badger-Butterfly clan is so named because its ancestors brought along a badger-man whom they met shortly before catching a butterfly in order to amuse a child; but the child became sick, and it was the badger who cured him with herbs. The ancestors of the Rabbit and Tobacco clan found the plant and met the animal; those of the Patki clan took the names of the Lake, Cloud, Rain, Snow, and Fog, drawing inspiration from incidents along the road. Somewhere between the present-day location of Phoenix, Arizona, and the Little Colorado River, the ancestors of the Bear clan found a dead bear, whence their name; but another band found its hide, from which small rodents had removed the hair to line their burrows. They made straps from this hide, and ever since then the Strap clan and the Bear clan have been associated; a third band took the name of the rodents and allied itself with Strap and Bear (Voth 3, 37, 39–40, 279; Parsons, 26–30).

      Let us turn now to South America. The Bororo say that if the sun and moon belong to the Badedgeba clan of the Cera moiety, it is because of an argument between a father and a son who both wanted to take the names of these celestial bodies. An agreement was reached reserving the names of Sun and Path-of-the-Sun for the father. Tobacco belongs to the Paiwe clan because an Indian of that clan happened to discover its leaves in the belly of a fish he was cleaning to cook (Colbacchini and Albisetti, 211–12). The chief of the “black” Badedgeba clan once possessed certain black and red birds (Phimosus infuscatus, bare-faced ibis and scarlet ibis), but his “red” Badedgeba colleague stole them, and he had to agree to a division by color (Colbacchini and Albisetti, 32).

      All these myths of the origins of clan names are so similar that there is no need to cite examples from other regions of the world, such as Africa, where they are also abundant. What, then, are their common features? First, a conciseness that leaves no room for apparent digressions, which are often rich with hidden meaning. A narrative that is reduced to its essential outlines holds no surprises in reserve for the analyst. In the second place, these myths are falsely etiological (assuming that a myth can truly be etiological), inasmuch as the kind of explanation they offer can be reduced to a barely modified statement of the initial situation; from this point of view, they are redundant in character. More than etiological, their role seems to be demarcating: they do not truly explain an origin, and they do not designate a cause; rather, they invoke an origin or a cause (which are, in themselves, insignificant) in order to point out a detail or to “mark” a species. That detail, that species acquire differential value, not on the basis of a particular origin that is attributed to them, but from the simple fact that they are endowed with an origin, while other details or species are not. History enters surreptitiously into the structure in a modest and almost negative way: it does not account for the present, but sifts through the elements of the present, granting only some of them the privilege of having a past. As a consequence, the poverty of totemic myths comes from the fact that each myth has the exclusive function of establishing a difference as difference: they are the constituent units of a system. The question of meaning arises not at the level of each myth taken in isolation, but at the level of the system of which they form the elements.

      Here again we encounter a paradox discussed in an earlier chapter:8f the systems that concern us are, as systems, difficult to “mythologize” because their virtual synchronic being is engaged in an incessant conflict with diachrony. In hypothesis, the elements of the system are on this side of myth, but in destination, the whole set is always beyond it; one could say that the myth is running after it to catch up. It succeeds in doing so only exceptionally, because the system is constantly being sucked up by history; when one thinks that it has succeeded, a new doubt arises: do the mythical representations correspond to a current structure, which models social and religious practice, or do they merely translate the fixed image by means of which indigenous philosophers give themselves the illusion of holding onto a reality that is running away from them? However important the discoveries of Marcel Griaule in Africa, one often wonders which one of these interpretations fits them.

      The earliest theories of totemism are, as it were, infected by this paradox, which they were not able to formulate clearly. If McLennan and, following him, Robertson Smith and Frazer (4:73–76, 264–65) maintained with such conviction that totemism was earlier than exogamy (a meaningless proposition, from my point of view), it is because totemism seemed simply denotative to them, whereas they suspected the systematic nature of exogamy: yet a system can only be established between elements that are already denoted. But to apperceive totemism, too, as a system, it would have been necessary to situate it in the linguistic, taxonomic, mythical, and ritual context from which these authors began by isolating it, concerned as they were to trace the outlines of an arbitrary institution.

      In fact, and as we have seen, matters are not so simple. The ambiguity of totemism is real, even if the institution imagined in the hope of clearing up the ambiguity is not. Indeed, depending on the point of view one adopts, so-called totemism presents or excludes the features of a system: it is a grammar doomed to deteriorate into a lexicon. Unlike other systems of classification, which are above all conceived (like myths) or acted (like rituals), totemism is almost always lived, that is, it is attached to concrete groups and concrete individuals, because it is a hereditary system of classification.9f

      One can understand, then, that a permanent conflict should appear between the structural nature of classification and the statistical nature of its demographic base. Like a palace swept away by a river, the classification tends to come apart, and its parts come to mesh with each other in a way different from what the architect would have wished, under the effect of currents and slack water, obstacles and narrows. In totemism, consequently, function inevitably triumphs over structure; the problem that it has never stopped addressing to theorists is that of the relationship between structure and event. And the great lesson of totemism is that the form of the structure can sometimes survive, when the structure itself succumbs to the event.

      There is thus a kind of fundamental antipathy between history and systems of classification. This may explain what one would be tempted to call the “totemic void,” since everything that might evoke totemism seems remarkably absent, even in a vestigial state, from the area covered by the great civilizations of Europe and Asia. Is the reason for this that they have chosen to explain themselves to themselves through history, and that this enterprise is incompatible with one that classifies things and beings (natural and social) by means of finite groups? Certainly, totemic classifications divide their groups between an original series and a derivative series: the first includes zoological and botanical species in their supernatural aspect; the second, human groups in their cultural aspect; and it is affirmed that the first existed before the second, having engendered it in some way. Nevertheless, the original series continues to live in diachrony, through animal and plant species, in a way parallel to the human series. The two series exist in time, but benefit from an atemporal regime, since, both being real, they sail in tandem, remaining as they were at the time of their separation. The original series is still there, ready to serve as a system of reference to interpret or rectify the changes occurring in the derivative series. In theory, if not in practice, history is subordinated to system.

      But when a society takes history’s side, the classification into finite groups becomes impossible, since the derivative series, instead of reproducing the original series, merges with it to form a single series of which each term is derivative in relation to the one preceding it and original in relation to the one that follows. Instead of a homology between two series, each one finite and discontinuous, that are given once and for all, a continuous evolution is postulated within a single series, open to an unlimited number of terms.

      Certain Polynesian mythologies are situated at this critical point, where diachrony wins out irrevocably over synchrony, making the interpretation of the human order as a fixed projection of the natural order impossible; since the latter engenders the former, the social is a prolongation rather than a reflection of the natural:

      
        Fire and water married, and from them sprung the earth, rocks, trees, and everything. The cuttle-fish fought with the fire and was beaten. The fire fought with the rocks, and the rocks conquered. The large stones fought with the small ones; the small ones conquered. The small stones fought with the grass, and the grass conquered. The trees fought with the creepers, the trees were beaten and the creepers conquered. The creepers rotted, swarmed with maggots, and from maggots they grew to be men. (G. Turner, 6–7)

      

      This evolutionism excludes any synthesis of the totemic type, since things and natural beings do not offer the static model of an equally static diversity among human groups: they are ordered as the genesis of a humanity whose advent they prepare. But this incompatibility raises a problem in turn: if it exists, how do classificatory systems manage either to eliminate history or—if this is impossible—to integrate it?

      I have suggested elsewhere that the clumsy distinction between “peoples without history” and other peoples could be advantageously replaced by a distinction between what I once, for the sake of convenience, called “cold” societies and “hot” societies: some seeking, through the institutions they give themselves, to annul, in a quasi-automatic way, the effect that historical factors might have on their equilibrium and continuity; the others resolutely internalizing the historical process in order to make it the engine of their development (Charbonnier, 32–42; Lévi-Strauss 4, 28–30).13 It remains necessary to distinguish several types of historical sequence. Some, even while existing within the course of time, present a recurrent character: the annual cycle of the seasons, the cycle of an individual life, or that of exchanges of goods and services within the social group. These sequences do not pose a problem, because they repeat themselves periodically within the course of time without their structure necessarily being changed; the goal of “cold” societies is to act in such a way that the order of temporal succession has as little influence as possible on their content. No doubt, they succeed only imperfectly in this; but this is the norm they assign themselves. Aside from the fact that the procedures that they employ are more effective than certain contemporary ethnologists are prepared to admit (Vogt), the real question is not one of knowing what actual results they obtain, but what lasting intention guides them, since their image of themselves is an essential part of their reality.

      In this respect, it is as fastidious as it is useless to amass arguments to prove that every society exists in history and changes: this is perfectly obvious. But investing so much passion in a superfluous demonstration risks missing the fact14 that human societies react to this common condition in very different ways: some accept it, willingly or not, and, through their consciousness of it, enormously amplify its consequences (for themselves and for other societies); others (which for this reason we call primitive) want to remain unaware of it and attempt, with a skill that we underestimate, to make as permanent as possible states of their development that they consider “first.”

      In order to succeed in this, it is not enough that their institutions exercise a regulatory action on recurrent sequences by limiting the effects of demographic factors, muffling the antagonisms that appear within the group or between groups, and, finally, perpetuating the frame within which individual and collective activities take place;10f it is also necessary that those chains of nonrecurrent events whose effects accumulate to produce economic and social upheavals be broken up as soon as they form, or that the society dispose of an effective procedure to prevent their formation. We know one such procedure, which consists not in denying the process of history, but in admitting it as a form without content: there is indeed a before and an after, but their only meaning is to reflect each other. Thus it is that all the activities of the northern Aranda reproduce those that their totemic ancestors are still believed to practice:

      
        The gurra ancestor hunts, kills, and eats bandicoots; and his sons are always engaged upon the same quest. The witchetty grub men of Lukara spend every day of their lives in digging up grubs from the roots of acacia trees . . . The ragia (wild plum tree) ancestor lives on the ragia berries which he is continually collecting into a large wooden vessel. The crayfish ancestor is always building fresh weirs across the course of the moving flood of water which he is pursuing; and he is forever engaged in spearing fish . . . [Reciprocally,] if the myths gathered in the Northern Aranda area are treated collectively, a full and very detailed account will be found of all the occupations which are still being practised in Central Australia. In his myths we see the native at his daily task of hunting, fishing, gathering vegetable food, cooking, and fashioning his implements. All occupations originated with the totemic ancestors; and here, too, the native follows tradition blindly: he clings to the primitive weapons used by his forefathers, and no thought of improving them ever enters his mind. (T. G. H. Strehlow, 34–35)

      

      This testimony is to be preferred to all those, coming from other regions of the world, that could have been cited to similar effect, because it is given by an ethnologist born and raised among the natives, speaking their language fluently, and who has remained deeply attached to them. One thus cannot suspect either incomprehension or ill will on his part. It is no doubt difficult for us (as for him, if we consider the rest of his text) not to pass an unfavorable judgment on an attitude that flagrantly contradicts the avid need for change that characterizes our own civilization. And yet stubborn fidelity to a past conceived as a timeless model, rather than as a stage in a process, betrays no moral or intellectual deficiency: it expresses a consciously or unconsciously adopted position, the systematic character of which is attested to, throughout the whole world, by the indefatigably repeated justification for every technique, every rule, and every custom, by means of a single argument: this is what the ancestors taught us. As for ourselves in other domains up until recently, antiquity and continuity are the foundations of legitimacy. But this antiquity is posited as absolute, since it goes back to the origin of the world, and this continuity admits neither orientation nor degrees.

      Mythical history thus presents the paradox of being simultaneously disjoined and conjoined in relation to the present. Disjoined, since the first ancestors were of a different nature than contemporary men: the former were creators, the latter are imitators; and conjoined because nothing has happened since the appearance of the ancestors other than events whose recurrence periodically erases their particularity. It remains to show how wild thought manages not only to overcome this double contradiction, but to extract from it material for a coherent system in which a diachrony that has in some sense been tamed collaborates with synchrony, without the risk that new conflicts will break out between them.

      Thanks to ritual, the “disjoined” past of myth is articulated, on the one hand, with biological and seasonal periodicity, and, on the other, with the “conjoined” past that unites the dead and the living through the generations. This synchro-diachronic system has been analyzed well by Sharp (71), who classifies the rituals of the Australian tribes of the Cape York Peninsula into three categories. The control rites are positive or negative; they aim at increasing or restricting totemic species or phenomena, at times to the benefit of the collectivity and at others to its detriment, regulating the quantity of spirits or spirit-stuff allowed to emanate from totem centers established by the ancestors at various points of the tribal territory. The commemorative or historical rites re-create the sacred and beneficent atmosphere of mythical times—an age of “dreams,” the Australians say—in which the protagonists and their great deeds are reflected as in a mirror. The mourning rites correspond to an inversion of this process: instead of entrusting living men with the task of personifying remote ancestors, these rites ensure the reconversion into ancestors of men who have ceased to be living beings. One sees, then, that the function of the ritual system is to overcome and integrate three oppositions: that of diachrony and synchrony; that of the periodic or nonperiodic character that each of these may present; finally, within diachrony, that of reversible time and irreversible time, since, even though present and past are theoretically distinct, the historical rites transport the past into the present, and the mourning rites the present into the past, and these two procedures are not equivalent. It can truly be said that mythical heroes return, since their entire reality is in their personification; but human beings die for good. Which yields the schema:
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      In central Australia, this system is completed or reinforced by the use of churinga or tjurunga, a practice that has been the occasion of much speculation past and present, but which the preceding considerations help to explain. The commemorative and funerary rites posit that the passage between past and present is possible in both directions; they do not furnish proof of this. They speak of diachrony, but still do so in terms of synchrony, since the fact of celebrating them is in itself tantamount to changing the past into the present. It is understandable, then, that certain groups have sought to prove, in tangible form, the diachronic essence of diachrony within synchrony itself. It is significant from this point of view that the churinga is of major importance especially among the western and northern Aranda, and that its role diminishes steadily to the point of vanishing completely as one moves north. Indeed, among these Aranda groups the problem of the relationship between diachrony and synchrony is made still thornier by the fact that they represent the totemic ancestors not as individualized heroes of whom all the members of the totemic group are the direct descendents, as do the Arabana and the Warramunga (Spencer and Gillen, 161–62), but in the form of an indistinct multitude, something that on principle must exclude the very notion of genealogical continuity. In fact, and as we saw in an earlier chapter,11f from a certain point of view everything happens among the Aranda as if, before being born, each individual drew by lot the anonymous ancestor he would reincarnate. On account, no doubt, of the refinement of their social organization, which lavishes on synchrony all the advantages of clear distinctions and precise definitions, to the Aranda even the relation between past and present appears in terms of synchrony. The role of the churinga, then, would be to compensate for the correlative impoverishment of the diachronic dimension: they are the past materially present, and they offer the means of reconciling empirical individuation and mythical confusion.

      We know that the churinga are objects made of stone or wood, approximately oval in shape, with pointed or rounded ends, often engraved with symbolic signs; sometimes, as well, simple pieces of wood or unworked stones. Whatever its appearance, each churinga represents the physical body of a specific ancestor, and it is solemnly bestowed, generation after generation, on the living person who is believed to be the reincarnation of that ancestor. The churinga are piled up and hidden in natural shelters, far from well-traveled paths. They are periodically taken out to be inspected and handled, and on each of these occasions, they are polished, greased, and colored, not without receiving prayers and incantations. In their role and in the treatment reserved for them, they thus offer striking analogies with archival documents that we bury in chests or entrust to the secret guardianship of notaries, and which, from time to time, we inspect with all the respect due to sacred things, to repair them if necessary, or to entrust them to more elegant folders. And on such occasions, we too are inclined to recite the great myths recalled to us by the contemplation of these torn and yellowing pages: the deeds of our ancestors, the history of our dwellings since their construction or their first acquisition.
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        FIGURE 8.1 Australian churinga. From Alice Springs, Northern Territory, Australia, December 1956. Collection of M. Edgar Raynaud. Photo: Bandy.
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        FIGURE 8.2 Aranda watercolors. Above: Patrol on Camel-Back by Reuben Pareroultja; below: Orpara, Western MacDonnell Range, by Albert Namatjira. Photos: Australian Information Service.

      
      It is thus not helpful to seek the reason for the sacred character of the churinga as far afield as Durkheim did: when an exotic custom captivates us despite (or because of) its apparent singularity, it is generally because it presents us, like a deforming mirror, with a familiar image, one we recognize confusedly as such without yet being able to identify it. Durkheim (140–49) would have had it that the churinga are sacred because they bear the totemic mark engraved or drawn on them. But, first of all, we now know that this is not always true: among the northern Aranda, T. G. H. Strehlow reports stone churinga, more precious than the rest, which he describes as “insignificant and rude objects, roughly polished by being rubbed together during increase ceremonies” (54); and among the southern Aranda, he saw churinga that are “plain pieces of . . . wood, devoid of markings, and heavily coated with a thick and lumpy mixture of red ochre and grease” (73). The churinga can even be a polished stone, a natural rock, or a tree (95). Moreover, and according to Durkheim’s own argument, his interpretation of the churinga was meant to confirm one of his fundamental theses: that of the emblematic character of totemism. The churinga being the most sacred things known to the Aranda, it was necessary to explain this character by an emblematic figuration of the totem, in order to demonstrate that what the totem represented was more sacred than the real totem. But, as I have already said, there is no real totem:12f the individual animal plays the role of a signifier, and the sacred character is attached not to it or to its icon, but to the signified, which they can both replace equally well. After all, a document does not become sacred solely because it bears a prestigious stamp (such as that of the Archives Nationales): it bears the stamp because it has first been recognized as sacred, and it would still be sacred without the stamp.
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        FIGURE 8.3 Churinga of an Aranda man of the frog totem. The large concentric circles (a) represent three celebrated trees that mark the site of the frog totem, near the Hugh River. The straight lines passing out of them (b) represent their large roots, and the curved lines (c) their smaller roots. The small concentric circles (d) represent smaller trees, lines attached to them being their roots, and the dotted lines (e) are the tracks of the frogs as they hop about in the sand of the riverbed. The frogs themselves are represented on one side of the churinga (left) by the complicated network of lines (their limbs) connecting the small concentric circles (their bodies). From B. Spencer and F. J. Gillen, The Native Tribes of Central Australia, new ed. (London, 1938), 145–47.

      
      Nor can one say, following another interpretation, which Durkheim links with the previous one, that the churinga is the body of the ancestor. This Aranda formula, recorded by C. Strehlow, ought to be taken in its metaphorical sense.

      For the ancestor does not lose his body when he abandons his churinga (or one of them) to his next incarnation at the moment of conception: rather, the churinga furnishes the tangible proof that the ancestor and his living descendant are of one flesh. Otherwise, how could it be that if the original churinga is not found at the site where the woman was mystically fertilized, another is fabricated to take its place? By this probative character as well, the churinga resemble archival documents, particularly deeds to property, which pass through the hands of all the successive purchasers (and which can be reconstituted in the event of loss or destruction), except that in this case one is dealing not with the possession of real estate by a proprietor, but of a moral and physical personality by a holder of usufruct. Moreover, even though archives constitute the most precious and sacred of goods for us as well, we too, like the Aranda, sometimes entrust these treasures to foreign groups. And if we send Louis XIV’s will to the United States, or if they lend us the Declaration of Independence or the Liberty Bell, this is evidence that, in the very terms of an Aranda informant:

      
        we are living at peace with our neighbors: we cannot engage in strife or fight with men who are guarding our tjurunga and who have entrusted their tjurunga to our safe-keeping. (T. G. H. Strehlow, 161)

      

      But why are we so attached to our archives? The events to which they refer are attested independently and in a thousand ways: they live in our present and in our books. In themselves documents are meaningless, their meaning coming entirely from their historical repercussions and the commentaries that explain them and relate them to other events. Of archives, one may say, paraphrasing an argument of Durkheim’s: after all, these are pieces of paper.13f Once they have been published, nothing in our knowledge and condition would change if a cataclysm were to destroy the originals. And yet we would experience this loss as an irreparable misfortune, touching the deepest part of our being. And not without reason: if my interpretation of the churinga is correct, their sacred character comes from a function of diachronic signification that only they can fulfill, in a system that, being classificatory, is laid out entirely in a synchrony that succeeds even in assimilating the course of time. The churinga are the palpable witnesses of the mythical period, the alcheringa, which, without them, one might still imagine, but which would no longer be physical attested. Similarly, if we were to lose our archives, our past would not be abolished for all that: it would be deprived of what one would be tempted to call its diachronic flavor. It would still exist as past, but preserved only in reproductions, books, institutions, even a locality, all of them contemporary or recent. As a consequence, it too would be laid out in synchrony.

      The virtue of archives is to put us in contact with pure historicity. As I have already said of myths of the origin of totemic names, their value is not dependent on the intrinsic significance of the events evoked: these can be insignificant or even completely absent, if it is a matter of a few lines of autograph or a signature out of context. What would be the price, however, of Johann Sebastian Bach’s signature for someone who cannot hear three measures of Bach without feeling his heart beat! As for the events themselves, I have said that they are attested by other means than authentic documents, and generally in better ways. Archives, then, contribute something else: on the one hand, they constitute the event in its radical contingency (since only interpretation, which is not part of the event, can ground the event in reason); on the other hand, they give a physical existence to history, since only in archives is the contradiction overcome between a past that is over and done with and a present in which it still survives. Archives are the embodied being of evenementiality.15

      From this angle, then, we meet again, at the heart of wild thought, that pure history with which totemic myths had already confronted us. It is not inconceivable that some of the events they relate are real, even if the picture they paint of them is symbolized and distorted (Elkin 4, 210). Still, this is not where the question lies, since every historical event is the result, to a considerable extent, of the way the historian carves up his subject. Even if mythical history is false, it nonetheless exhibits, in a pure state and in the most pronounced form (and all the more so, one might say, because it is false), the characteristic features of the historical event, which come, on the one hand, from its contingency: the ancestor appeared in such and such a place; he went here, then there; he performed this and that act . . . ; on the other, from its power to arouse intense and varied emotions:

      
        The Northern Aranda clings to his native soil with every fibre of his being. He will always speak of his own “birthplace” with love and reverence. Today, tears will come into his eyes when he mentions an ancestral home site which has been, sometimes unwittingly, desecrated by the white usurpers of his group territory . . . Love of home, longing for home, these are dominating motives which constantly re-appear also in the myths of the totemic ancestors. (T. G. H. Strehlow, 31)

      

      Now this passionate attachment to the land is explained above all in a historical perspective:

      
        Mountains and creeks and springs and water-holes are, to him [the native] not merely interesting or beautiful scenic features . . . they are the handiwork of ancestors from whom he himself has descended. He sees recorded in the surrounding landscape the ancient story of the lives and the deeds of the immortal beings whom he reveres; beings, who for a brief space may take on human shape once more; beings, many of whom he has known in his own experience as his fathers and grandfathers and brothers, and as his mothers and sisters. The whole countryside is his living, age-old family tree. The story of his own totemic ancestor is to the native the account of his own doings at the beginning of time, at the dim dawn of life, when the world as he knows it now was being shaped and molded by all-powerful hands. (T. G. H. Strehlow, 30–31)

      

      If we attend to the fact that these events and these sites are the same ones that furnish the material for the symbolic systems to which the preceding chapters have been devoted, we must recognize that the peoples called primitive have succeeded in elaborating reasonable methods for inserting irrationality, in its dual aspect of logical contingency and emotional turbulence, into rationality. Classificatory systems are thus capable of integrating history; even, and especially, history that one might regard as resisting the system. For let us make no mistake: totemic myths, which relate pointless incidents in obsessive detail and get emotional over place-names, recall, out of history, only incidents: the history of the dimmest gossip columnists.16 The same societies whose social organization and marriage rules require the effort of mathematicians for their interpretation, and whose cosmology stuns philosophers, see no break in continuity between the exalted speculations to which they devote themselves in these domains and a history that is not that of the Burckhardts or Spenglers, but of a Lenôtre and a La Force.17 Considered in this light, the style of the Aranda water-colorists will perhaps appear less surprising. And nothing in our civilization is more similar to the pilgrimages periodically made by Australian initiates to the sacred places under the guidance of their sages than our conducted tours to the homes of Goethe or Victor Hugo, whose furniture inspires emotions as intense as they are arbitrary. As it is for the churinga, moreover, what is essential is not that Van Gogh’s bed be the very one in which he is acknowledged to have slept: all the visitor expects is that he can be shown it.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Nine

        HISTORY AND DIALECTIC

      
      In the course of this work, I have allowed myself, not without hesitation, to borrow from the vocabulary of Jean-Paul Sartre on several occasions. I wished in this manner to lead the reader to confront a problem the discussion of which will serve as a way into my conclusion: to what extent can a body of thought that knows itself to be, and seeks to be, both anecdotal and geometric still be called dialectical? Wild thought is totalizing: in fact, it claims to go significantly further in this direction than Sartre allows dialectical reason, since, at one end, dialectical reason lets pure seriality escape (and we have just seen how classificatory systems succeed in integrating seriality) and, at the other, it excludes schematization, in which these same systems find their consummation. I believe it is in this intransigent refusal on the part of wild thought to allow that anything human (and even any living thing) can remain alien to it, that dialectical reason discovers its true origin.1 But the idea that I have developed of it is very different from Sartre’s.

      Upon reading the Critique,2 it is hard not to feel that the author is hesitating between two conceptions of dialectical reason. At times he opposes analytical reason and dialectical reason as error and truth, if not the Devil and the good Lord;3 at times the two forms of reason appear to be complementary: different paths to the same truths. Beyond the fact that the first conception discredits scientific knowledge and ends up even suggesting the impossibility of a biological science, it also conceals a curious paradox; for the work entitled Critique of Dialectical Reason is the result of the author’s exercise of his own analytical reason: it defines, distinguishes, classifies, and opposes. This philosophical treatise is not different in nature from the works that it discusses and with which it engages in dialogue, if only to condemn them. How could analytical reason be applied to dialectical reason and claim to found it, if they are defined by mutually exclusive characteristics? The second option is open to another critique: if dialectical reason and analytical reason ultimately arrive at the same results, and if their respective truths merge in a single truth, on what grounds would one oppose them and, above all, proclaim the superiority of the first over the second? In one case, Sartre’s enterprise seems contradictory; in the other, it appears superfluous.

      How is the paradox to be explained, and in what sense can we escape it? In the two hypotheses between which he hesitates, Sartre attributes a reality sui generis to dialectical reason; it exists independently of analytic reason, either as its antagonist or as its complement. While both his thinking and mine have their point of departure in Marx, it seems to me that the Marxist orientation leads to a different view: the opposition between the two types of reason is relative, not absolute; it corresponds to a tension within human thought, which will perhaps persist indefinitely de facto, but which is not founded de jure. For my way of thinking, dialectical reason is always constitutive: it is the bridge, endlessly extended and improved, that analytic reason throws out over an abyss whose other shore it does not perceive clearly even though it knows that it exists, and even if it is constantly receding. The term “dialectical reason,” then, covers the perpetual efforts that analytical reason must undertake to reform itself if it aspires to account for language, society, and thought; the distinction between the two reasons is founded, in my view, solely on the temporary gap separating analytical reason from an understanding of life. Sartre calls analytical reason lazy reason; I call the same reason dialectical, but when it is courageous: stretched to the limit in its effort to surpass itself.4

      In Sartre’s vocabulary, I define myself as a transcendental materialist and as an aesthete (Sartre, 27), since dialectical reason is not, for me, something other than analytic reason, and on which the absolute originality of a human order would be founded, but something additional within analytic reason: the necessary condition for it to dare to undertake the resolution of the human into the nonhuman. Aesthete, because Sartre applies this term to someone who seeks to study men as though they were ants (101). But beyond the fact that this attitude seems to me to be that of every man of science from the moment that he ceases to be a true believer, it is hardly problematic, since ants, with their artificial tunnels, social life, and chemical messages, already offer a sufficiently tough resistance to the endeavors of analytical reason . . . I thus accept the epithet of aesthete insofar as I believe that the final goal of the human sciences is not to constitute man, but to dissolve him.5 The eminent value of ethnology is to represent the first stage in a process that involves others: beyond the empirical diversity of human societies, ethnographic analysis seeks to arrive at invariants, which the present work shows are sometimes to be found in the most unexpected places. Rousseau (2, chap. 8), with his usual clairvoyance, had an intuition of this: “When one wants to study men, one must look near at hand. But to study man one must learn to carry one’s view farther; one must first observe the differences in order to discover the commonalities.” And yet it would not be enough to have absorbed particular humanities into a general humanity; this first endeavor leads to others that Rousseau would not have been so ready to accept and that fall to the exact and natural sciences: reintegrating culture into nature,1f and finally life into the set of its physico-chemical conditions.

      But in spite of the deliberately brutal turn I have given to my thesis, we must keep in mind that the verb “dissolve” in no way implies (and even excludes) the destruction of the constituent parts of a body that has been subjected to the action of another body. Dissolving a solid in a liquid modifies the disposition of its molecules; it also often offers an effective means of keeping them in reserve in order to retrieve them when needed and to allow a better study of their properties. The reductions I am thinking of will thus be legitimate, and even possible, only on two conditions, the first of which is to avoid impoverishing the phenomena subject to reduction and to be certain to have first collected around each one everything that contributes to its distinctive richness and originality:2f for there would be no point in picking up a hammer in order to miss the nail.

      Second, we must be prepared to see each reduction completely overturn the preconceived idea we might have of the level that we are trying to reach, whatever it is. The idea of a general humanity that is the result of ethnographic reduction will no longer have any relation to the one we formerly held. And on the day we achieve an understanding of life as a function of inert matter, it will be to discover that matter itself possesses properties quite different from those we had attributed to it previously.6 It will not do, then, to classify levels of reduction as higher and lower, since we should, on the contrary, expect that, as an effect of reduction, the level taken to be higher will communicate something of its richness retroactively to the lower level with which it has been identified. Scientific explanation does not consist in the passage from complexity to simplicity, but in the substitution of a more intelligible complexity for one that is less so.

      From my point of view, then, the ego is no more opposed to the other than man is opposed to the world: the truths learned through man are “of the world,” and are important for that reason.3f It will thus be understood that I find in ethnology the principle for all research, while for Sartre it raises a problem in the form of a hindrance to be overcome or a resistance to reduce. And what, indeed, can we make of peoples “without history,” when man has been defined in terms of the dialectic, and the dialectic in terms of history? Sometimes Sartre seems tempted to distinguish between two dialectics: a “true” one, which would be that of historical societies, and a short-term and repetitive dialectic, which he concedes to so-called primitive societies, even as he locates it close to biology. He thus leaves his entire system exposed, since, through the work of ethnography, which is incontestably a human science and is devoted to the study of these societies, the bridge between man and nature that he has taken such pains to demolish is surreptitiously restored. Or, alternatively, Sartre resigns himself to placing a “stunted” and “misshapen” humanity on the side of man (126); but not without insinuating that his place as part of humanity does not properly belong to him and is a function of his being taken in charge by historical humanity: either because, in the colonial situation, he has begun to internalize the history of the latter; or because, thanks to ethnology itself, historical humanity dispenses the blessing of meaning onto an earlier humanity, which had been without it. In both cases, the prodigious richness of the diversity of mores, beliefs, and customs is allowed to escape; what is forgotten is that, in its own eyes, each of the tens or hundreds of thousands of societies that have coexisted on earth, or that have followed each other since man made his first appearance, has laid claim to a moral certitude, of the same kind as that we ourselves may invoke, to proclaim that in it—and even if it is reduced to a small band of nomads or a hamlet lost in the depths of the forest—all the meaning and dignity of which human life is capable is to be found condensed. But whether for them or for us, it takes a great deal of egocentrism and naïveté to believe that man in his entirety has taken refuge in only one of the historical or geographical modes of his being, when man’s truth lies in the system of their differences and their common properties.

      He who begins by installing himself in what is supposedly self-evident to introspection never emerges from it. Knowing men may sometimes seem easier to those who let themselves be caught in the trap of personal identity. But in so doing they close the door on knowing man: every ethnographic investigation has its basis in written or unavowed “confessions.” Sartre, in fact, becomes the captive of his Cogito.7 Descartes’s Cogito allowed access to the universal, but on the condition of remaining psychological and individual; in sociologizing the Cogito, all Sartre does is change prisons. From this point on, the group and epoch of each subject will take the place of a timeless consciousness. As a result, Sartre’s view of the world and of man shows the very narrowness by which it has traditionally been the fashion to recognize closed societies.8 His insistence on a distinction between the primitive and the civilized, with a great show of gratuitous contrasts, reflects, in a scarcely more nuanced way, the fundamental opposition that he postulates between the ego and the other. And yet in Sartre’s work this opposition is not formulated in a way that is very different from what might be heard from a Melanesian savage, even as the analysis of the practico-inert revives, pure and simple, the language of animism.4f

      Descartes, who wanted to found a physics, cut Man off from Society. Sartre, who claims to be founding an anthropology, cuts his society off from other societies. Entrenched in individualism and empiricism, a Cogito—which aspires to be artless and authentic—gets lost among the impasses of social psychology. For it is noteworthy that the situations that Sartre uses as his starting point for extracting the formal conditions of social reality—a strike, a boxing match, a football game, a line at a bus stop—are all secondary incidents of social life; they cannot, then, serve to uncover its foundations.

      For the ethnologist, this axiomatic, so distant from his own, is all the more disappointing in that he feels very close to Sartre every time the latter applies himself, with incomparable artistry, to grasping a current or past social experience in its dialectical movement, but within our own culture. On these occasions, Sartre does what every ethnologist tries to do for different cultures: to put himself in the place of the men who live in the culture, to understand their intention in its origin and its rhythm, to apperceive a period or a culture as a signifying ensemble. In this respect, we can often take lessons from him; but they are practical, and not theoretical, in character. It may be that for some historians, sociologists, and psychologists, the requirement of totalization is a major novelty. For ethnologists, it has been a matter of course since Malinowski, who taught it to them.9 But Malinowski’s shortcomings also taught us that this was not the end of explanation, which begins only once we have reached the point of constituting our object. The role of dialectical reason is to put the human sciences in possession of a reality that it alone is capable of providing, but which the specifically scientific endeavor consists in decomposing, and subsequently recomposing following another plan. Even as we pay homage to Sartrean phenomenology, we can hope to find in it only a point of departure, not of arrival.

      This is not all. Dialectical reason must not allow itself to be carried away by its own impetus, nor should the process leading to the understanding of a reality other than our own attribute to this reality, beyond its own dialectical characteristics, features that belong to the process rather than the object: the fact that all knowledge of the other is dialectical does not mean that the the other as a whole is entirely dialectical. For once having made analytical reason a mode of anti-understanding, Sartre frequently reaches the point of denying it any reality as an integral part of the object of understanding. This paralogism is already evident in his way of invoking a history for which it is hard to tell whether he means the history made by men without knowing this is what they are doing; or the history of men as made by historians, who do know what they are doing; or, finally, the philosopher’s interpretation of the history of men, or of the history of the historians. But the difficulty becomes even greater when Sartre tries to explain not how present or past members of his own society, but how those of exotic societies live and think.

      He believes, rightly, that his effort at understanding has a chance of succeeding only on the condition of being dialectical; and he concludes, wrongly, that the relation to native thought of his knowledge of that thought is that of a constituted to a constitutive dialectic;10 in this way he adopts as his own, by way of an unexpected detour, all the illusions of the theorists of primitive mentality. That the savage should possess “complex knowledge” and be capable of analysis and demonstration seems even less tolerable to Sartre than to a Lévy-Bruhl. Concerning the Ambrym native, made famous by Deacon’s work,11 who was able to demonstrate the functioning of his marriage rules and kinship system to a fieldworker by tracing a diagram in the sand (an aptitude in no way exceptional, since ethnographic literature contains many similar observations), Sartre asserts: “It is obvious that this construction is not a thought: it is a piece of manual work controlled by a synthetic knowledge which it does not express” (503). So be it: but then we would have to say as much of the professor at the École Polytechnique doing a demonstration at the blackboard, for every ethnographer capable of dialectical understanding is intimately persuaded that the situation is exactly the same in both cases. We can, then, agree that all reason is dialectical, something that I, for my part, am prepared to accept, since dialectical reason seems to me to be analytical reason in its forward movement; but the distinction between the two forms, which lies at the foundation of Sartre’s enterprise, will have become pointless.

      I must confess today that without intending or foreseeing it, my work has given an opening for these mistaken interpretations by seeming too often, in the Elementary Structures of Kinship, to be seeking an unconscious genesis for marriage exchange. I should have distinguished more clearly between exchange, as expressed spontaneously and imperiously in the praxis of groups, and the conscious and premeditated rules by means of which these same groups—or their philosophers—undertake to codify and control it. If there is a lesson to be drawn from the ethnographic investigations of the last twenty years, it is that this second aspect is far more important than observers—victims of the same illusion as Sartre—had generally suspected. We should, then, as Sartre advocates, apply dialectical reason to the knowledge of both our own and other societies. But without losing sight of the fact that analytical reason holds a considerable place in all societies, and that, since it is there, the steps that we follow should allow us to discover it as well.

      But even if these societies did not practice analytical reason, one fails to see how this would improve Sartre’s position; for under this hypothesis, exotic societies would only confront us, with more generality than others, with an unconscious teleology that, in spite of being historical, completely escapes human history: a teleology partly revealed to us by linguistics and psychoanalysis, and which is based on the combined play of biological mechanisms (brain structure, lesions, internal secretions) and psychological ones. There, to borrow an expression of Sartre’s, is the “bone” that his critique does not succeed in breaking. Moreover, his critique seems unconcerned by this, and this is the most serious reproach that could be addressed to it. For a language12 is to be found neither in the analytical reason of the old grammarians, nor in the constituted dialectic of structural lingustics, nor in the constitutive dialectic of individual praxis confronting the practico-inert, since all three presuppose it. Linguistics puts us in the presence of a dialectical and totalizing being, but one that is outside (or beneath) consciousness and will. A nonreflexive totalization, a language is a human reason that has its reasons, and that man does not know.13 And if it is objected that this is so only for the subject who internalizes a language on the basis of linguistic theory, I would reply that for this subject, who is a speaking subject, this evasion must be denied: for the same evidence that reveals the nature of language to him also reveals to him that his language was the same when he did not know its nature, since he was already making himself understood, and that it will remain the same tomorrow without his knowing it, since his discourse has never been and never will be the result of a conscious totalization of the laws of linguistics. But if, as a speaking subject, man can find his apodictic experience in an other totalization, it is no longer clear why, as a living subject, the same experience would be inaccessible to him in other beings, who are not necessarily human, but who are living beings.

      This method might also lay claim to the name “progressive-regressive”;14 in fact, what Sartre describes with this term is nothing but the ethnological method as ethnologists have practiced it for many years. But Sartre restricts it to its preliminary procedure. For our method is not simply progressive-regressive: it is that, but twice over. In a first stage, we observe the lived datum, analyze it in the present, seek to grasp its historical antecedents as far back as we can plunge into the past, then bring all these facts to the surface in order to integrate them into a meaningful totality. Then begins the second stage, which renews the first but on a different plane and at a different level: this internalized human thing that we have sought to endow with all its richness and all its originality only fixes the distance analytical reason has to vanquish, the impetus it must gain in order to overcome the gap between the ever unforeseen complexity of this new object and the intellectual means at reason’s disposal. It must, then, as dialectical reason, transform itself, with the hope that once enlarged, strengthened, and made more flexible, it will be able to connect this unexpected object with others, merge this original totality with other totalities; and that, thus gradually rising upon the heap of its conquests, dialectical reason will apperceive other horizons and other objects. No doubt the procedure would lose its way if, at every stage, and above all when it believes it has reached its conclusion, it were not able to retrace its steps, and fold back on itself in order to maintain contact with the lived totality that serves it both as end and as means. In this return upon the self in which Sartre finds a demonstration, I see instead a verification, since in my view the being-conscious of being raises a problem for which it does not have the solution. The discovery of the dialectic subjects analytical reason to an imperative requirement: to account for dialectical reason as well. This permanent requirement relentlessly drives analytical reason to extend its program and to transform its axiomatic. But dialectical reason cannot account either for itself, or for analytical reason.

      One will object that this enlargement is illusory because it is always accompanied by a passage to a lesser meaning. We would then be forsaking the prey for the shadow, the clear for the obscure, the evident for the conjectural, light for shade, truth for science fiction (Sartre, 33).15 But Sartre would still have to show that he himself can escape from this dilemma, inherent as it is in any effort at explanation. The real question is not that of knowing whether, in attempting to understand, meaning is gained or lost, but one of knowing whether the meaning that is preserved is worth more than that which we have had the wisdom to give up. In this respect, it seems to me that Sartre has retained only half of the combined lesson of Marx and Freud. They taught us that man has meaning only on the condition of situating himself from the point of view of meaning; up to this point, I agree with Sartre. But it must be added that this meaning is never the right one: superstructures are faulty acts that have “succeeded” socially.16 It is thus vain to go seeking within historical consciousness for the truest meaning. What Sartre calls dialectical reason is only the reconstruction, by what he calls analytical reason, of hypothetical procedures about which it is impossible to know—except for someone who carries them out without thinking—whether they have any relationship to what he is telling us about them, and which, in the affirmative, would only be definable in the terms of analytical reason. We thus end up with the paradox of a system that invokes the criterion of historical consciousness in order to distinguish “primitives” from the “civilized,” but which—in the inverse of what it claims—is itself ahistorical: it offers us not a concrete image of history, but an abstract schema of men making a history of a kind that could manifest itself in the process of their becoming in the form of a synchronic totality. It is thus situated in relation to history as primitives are in relation to the eternal past: in Sartre’s system, history quite precisely plays the role of a myth.

      Indeed, the problem posed by the Critique of Dialectical Reason can be reduced to the following: under what conditions is the myth of the French Revolution possible? And I am ready to admit that for contemporary man to be able to play the role of an agent of history fully, he must believe in that myth, and that Sartre’s analysis admirably identifies the set of formal conditions indispensable for the realization of this result. But it does not follow from this that this meaning, just because it is the richest (and thus the best suited to inspire practical action), is the most true. Here the dialectic turns against itself: this truth is one of situation, and if we take our distance from that situation—as it is the role of the man of science to do—what appeared to be lived truth will begin by getting blurred, and finish by disappearing. The so-called man of the Left continues to cling to a period of contemporary history that has granted him the privilege of a congruity between practical imperatives and schemes of interpretation. Perhaps this golden age of historical consciousness has already passed; and the fact that this possibility can even be envisaged proves that what we have here is only a contingent situation, like the chance “focusing” of an optical instrument in which the objective and focal point are in movement relative to each other. We are still “in focus” on the French Revolution; but if we had lived at an earlier period we would be “focused” on the Fronde.17 And, as is already the case for the latter, the former will soon cease to offer us a coherent image on which to model our action. What a reading of Retz teaches us, in fact, is the powerlessness of thought to extract a scheme of interpretation on the basis of distant events.

      On first approach, it would seem, there can be no hesitation: on one side the privileged, on the other the humble and exploited. How could we fail to choose sides? We are Frondeurs. But the people of Paris are being manipulated by the noble houses, whose only aim is to settle accounts with the powers that be, and by one half of the royal family, which is intent on ousting the other half. And here we are, already, only halfway Frondeurs. As for the Court, which has taken refuge at Saint-Germain, it appears at first as a faction of good-for-nothings vegetating on their privileges and growing fat on exactions and usury at the expense of the collectivity. But no: the Court does still have a function, since it holds military power; it is leading the struggle against the foreigners, those Spaniards whom the Frondeurs have not hesitated to invite to invade the country in order to impose their will on this same Court, which is defending the fatherland. But the scales are tipping the other way again: Frondeurs and Spaniards now form the Party of Peace; the Prince de Condé and the Court are only interested in bellicose adventures. We are pacifists and again become Frondeurs. And yet are not the military enterprises of Mazarin’s court expanding France up to its current borders, founding the state and the nation? Without them, we would not be what we are. Here we are on the other side again.

      It thus suffices for history to take its distance from us in time, or for us to take our distance from it in thought, for it to cease being internalizable and to lose its intelligibility, an illusion attached to a provisional interiority. But this does not mean that I am saying that man can or should free himself from this interiority. It is not in his power to do so, and for him wisdom consists in watching himself live it, knowing all the while (but in another register) that what he is living so completely and intensely is a myth, which will appear as such to men of a future century, which will appear as such to himself, perhaps, a few years hence, and which to men of a future millennium will not appear at all. Every meaning is answerable to a lesser meaning, which gives it its highest meaning; and if this regress finally leads to recognizing “a contingent law, of which nothing could be said except it is so, and not otherwise” (Sartre, 32), there is nothing alarming in this perspective for a thought that is not haunted by transcendence, even in an embryonic form. For man would have obtained all that he could reasonably wish for if, on the sole condition of submitting to this contingent law, he succeeded in determining the form it takes for his practice and in situating all the rest within a field of intelligibility.

      

      * * *

      Among contemporary philosophers, Sartre is certainly not the only one to valorize history at the expense of the other human sciences and to have formed an almost mystical conception of it. The ethnologist respects history, but does not give it a privileged status. He conceives of it as a form of research complementary to his own: one unfolds the range of human societies in time, the other in space. And the difference is still less than it seems, since the historian seeks to restore the image of vanished societies as they were at times that, for them, corresponded to the present, while the ethnographer does his best to reconstruct the historical stages that preceded societies’ present form in time.

      This symmetrical relation between history and ethnology seems to be rejected by philosophers who, implicitly or explicitly, contest the idea that distribution in space and succession in time offer equivalent perspectives. It might be said that in their eyes, the temporal dimension enjoys special prestige, as though diachrony founded a type of intelligibility not only superior to that offered by synchrony, but above all of a more specifically human order.

      It is easy to explain (if not to justify) this option: the diversity of social forms that ethnology grasps in their distribution in space appears as a discontinuous system; and it is supposed that, thanks to the temporal dimension, history restores to us, not separate states, but the passage from one state to another in a continuous form. And since we ourselves believe that we apprehend our personal evolution as continuous change, historical knowledge seems to confirm the evidence of our inner sense. In this view, history does more than describe beings from the outside, or, at best, give us intermittent flashes of insight that would allow us to penetrate interiorities, each of which is an interiority for itself, even while remaining external to each other: beyond this, history would put us in contact, outside ourselves, with the very being of change.

      There would be a great deal to say about this supposedly totalizing continuity of the ego, which I see as an illusion fostered by the exigencies of social life—and so a reflection of exteriority on interiority—rather than as the object of an apodictic experience.18 But it is not necessary to resolve the philosophical problem to apperceive that the conception of history that we are being offered does not correspond to any reality. Once the claim has been made to privilege historical knowledge, I feel entitled (a right I would not otherwise dream of invoking) to emphasize that the very notion of historical fact conceals a twofold antinomy. For, hypothetically, a historical fact is what actually happened; but at what point did something happen? Every episode of a revolution or a war can be resolved into a multitude of psychic and individual movements; each of these translates unconscious developments, and these in turn can be resolved into cerebral, hormonal, or neurological phenomena, themselves referring to the physical or chemical order . . . Consequently, a historical fact is no more a given than any other fact. It is the historian or the agent of history who constitutes it by abstraction, and as if under the threat of an infinite regress.

      Now, what is true of the constitution of the historical fact is no less so of its selection. From this point of view as well, the historian and the agent of history choose, decide, and carve up—for a truly total history would confront them with chaos. Every corner of space conceals a multitude of individuals, each of whom totalizes the evolution of history in a manner that is incomparable to that of others; for a single one of these individuals, every moment in time is inexhaustably rich in physical and psychic incidents, which all play their part in its totalization. Even a history calling itself universal is still no more than a juxtaposition of a few local histories within (and between) which a great deal more is missing than is there. And it would be vain to believe that, by multiplying collaborators and intensifying research, a better result would be achieved; as long as history aspires to being meaningful, it is condemned to choosing regions, periods, groups of men, and individuals in these groups, and making them stand out, as discontinuous figures, against a continuum that serves as little more than a backdrop. A truly total history would cancel itself out: its product would be equal to zero.19 What makes history possible is that a subset of events is found, for a given period, to have approximately the same significance for a contingent of individuals who have not necessarily lived these events, and who might even be considering them from several centuries away. History is thus never history, but history-for.5f Not impartial even when claiming to be, it inevitably remains only partial, which is still a mode of partiality.20 In attempting to write the history of the French Revolution, it is (or should be) evident that it cannot simultaneously and by the same right be that of the Jacobin and that of the aristocrat. Hypothetically, their respective totalizations (each of which is asymmetric in relation to the other) are equally true. A choice must thus be made between two options: principally retain one of them or a third (for they are infinite in number) and give up seeking a totalization of the set of partial totalizations in history; or acknowledge an equal degree of reality for all of them: but only to discover that the French Revolution, as a subject of discussion, did not exist.

      History, then, does not escape this obligation, common to every mode of knowledge, of using a code to analyze its object, even (and especially) if that object is attributed a continuous reality.6f The distinctive features of historical knowledge do not depend on the absence of a code, which is illusory, but on its specific nature: this code consists in a chronology. There is no history without dates. To be convinced of this, it is enough to consider how a student comes to learn history: he reduces it to an emaciated body whose dates form the skeleton. Not without reason, there have been reactions against this desiccating method, but often by falling into the opposite excess. If dates do not constitute all of history, nor its most interesting part, still history itself would vanish without them, since its whole originality and specificity lie in the apprehension of the relationship between before and after, which would be doomed to dissolve if its terms could not be dated, at least virtually.

      Now, chronological coding conceals a far more complex nature than we might imagine when we think of the dates of history as a simple linear series. First of all, a date denotes a moment in a succession: d2 comes after d1, before d3; from this point of view, a date only has the function of an ordinal number. But every date is also a cardinal number and, as such, expresses a distance in relation to the dates nearest to it. To code certain periods of history, we use a large number of dates, and fewer for others. This variable quantity of dates, applied to periods of equal length, measures what might be called the pressure of history: there are “hot” chronologies, which are those of periods in which numerous events appear as differential elements in the eyes of the historian. Others, on the contrary, in which, for him (if not, to be sure, for the men who lived through them), very little happened, and perhaps nothing. Third and above all, a date is a member of a class. These classes of dates are defined by the meaningful character that each date possesses, within the class, in relation to other dates that are also part of it, and by the absence of this meaningful character in relation to dates that are part of a different class. Thus, the date 1685 belongs to a class whose members also include the dates 1610, 1648, 1715; but it means nothing in relation to the class consisting of the dates: First, Second, Third, and Fourth Millennium; nor anything more in relation to the class of dates: January 23, August 17, September 30, and so on.

      This being posited, in what does the historian’s code consist? Certainly not in dates, since these are not recurrent. Changes in temperature can be coded with the aid of numbers because reading a number on a thermometer evokes the return of an earlier situation: every time I read 0 degrees, I know it is freezing and I put on my warmest coat. But taken in itself, a historical date would have no meaning, since it would refer to nothing but itself: if I do not know anything about modern times, the date 1643 teaches me nothing. The code, then, cannot consist of anything but classes of dates, in which each date is meaningful to the extent that it maintains complex relations of correlation and opposition with other dates. Each class is defined by a frequency and partakes of what might be called a historical corpus or domain. Historical knowledge thus proceeds like a radio with frequency modulation: like a nerve, it codes a continuous—and, as such, nonsymbolic—quantity by frequencies of impulses, which are proportional to its variations. As for history itself, it cannot be represented in the form of an aperiodic series of which we would know only a fragment. History is a discontinuous set formed from domains of history, each of which is defined by its own frequency and by a differential coding of before and after. A passage between the dates that compose different domains is no more possible than is that between natural and irrational numbers. More precisely: the dates belonging to each class are irrational in relation to all those of the other classes.

      It is thus not only illusory, but contradictory, to conceive of the process of history as a continuous unfolding, beginning with a prehistory coded in dozens or hundreds of millennia, continuing on a scale of millennia (starting with the Fourth or Third), and then advancing in the form of a century-based history interlarded, at each author’s pleasure, with slices of annual history within the century, or in terms of days within the year, if not indeed hours within a day. All these dates do not form a series: they belong to different species. To give just one example, the coding that is used for prehistory is not preliminary to that which serves in modern and contemporary history: each code refers to a system of meaning that is, at least in theory, applicable to the virtual totality of human history. Events that are significant for one code do not remain so for another. Coded in the system of prehistory, the most famous episodes of modern and contemporary history cease to be pertinent—except perhaps (and here again, we cannot now know) for certain massive aspects of demographic evolution viewed on a global scale, the inventions of the steam engine, of electricity, of nuclear energy.

      If the general code consists not of dates that can be ordered in a linear series, but of classes of dates each providing an autonomous system of reference, the discontinuous and classificatory character of historical knowledge appears clearly. It operates by means of a rectangular matrix:
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      in which each line represents classes of dates which, to schematize things, may be called hourly, daily, annual, secular, millennial, and so on, and which together form a discontinuous set. In a system of this kind, the alleged continuity of history is ensured only by tracing fraudulent lines.

      This is not all. If the gaps internal to each class cannot be filled in by recourse to other classes, it is nonetheless the case that each class, taken as a whole, always refers to another class, which contains an intelligibility that the first could not claim. The history of the seventeenth century is “annual,” but the seventeenth century, as a historical domain, belongs to another class, which codes it with reference to centuries past and to come. This domain of modern times becomes, in turn, one element in a class in which it appears in correlation with and opposition to other “times”: the Middle Ages, Antiquity, the contemporary period, and so on. But these diverse domains correspond to histories of unequal powers.

      Biographical and anecdotal history, which is at the bottom of the scale, is a weak history that does not contain its own intelligibility within itself. This intelligibility comes to it only when it is transferred as a bloc into a history more powerful than itself; and this history has the same relationship with a class of higher rank. And yet it would be mistaken to believe that these nestings progressively reconstitute a total history, for what is gained on one side is lost on the other. Biographical and anecdotal history is the least explanatory; but it is the richest from the point of view of information, since it considers individuals in their particularity and details their nuances of character, changes in motivation, phases of deliberation. This information becomes schematic, then fades, then disappears as we move into histories that are increasingly “powerful.”7f As a result, and depending on the level at which the historian places himself, he loses in information what he gains in comprehension or the inverse, as if concrete logic sought to remind us of its logical nature by modeling, in the clay of the historical process, a confused sketch of Gödel’s theorem.22 For each historical domain that he renounces, the historian’s relative choice is never anything but that between a history that conveys more and explains less and a history that explains more and conveys less. And if he wants to avoid this dilemma, his only recourse will be to leave history behind: either from the bottom, if the search for information leads him from a consideration of groups to one of individuals, then to their motivations, which belong to their personal history and temperament, that is, an infrahistorical domain ruled by psychology and physiology; or from the top, if the need for understanding provokes him to put history back into prehistory and this into the general evolution of organized beings, which can only be explained in terms of biology, geology, and finally cosmology.

      But there is another way of avoiding the dilemma, without thereby destroying history. It is enough to recognize that history is a method to which no distinct object corresponds, and consequently to reject the equivalence between the notion of history and that of humanity, which has been imposed on us with the unavowed aim of making historicity the ultimate refuge of a transcendental humanism: as though, on the sole condition of renouncing the “me” all too wanting in consistency, men might be able to regain, at the level of the “us,” the illusion of freedom.

      In fact, history is linked neither to man nor to any particular object. It consists entirely in its method, which experience proves to be indispensable in accounting for the totality of elements of any structure at all, human or nonhuman. Far, then, from the search for intelligibility having history as its point of arrival, it is history that serves as the point of departure for any quest for intelligibility. As is said of certain careers, history can lead to anything, as long as you get out of it.

      

      * * *

      This other thing to which history, lacking its own referents, leads us, shows that historical knowledge, whatever its value (which I have no thought of contesting), does not deserve to be opposed to other forms of knowledge as an absolutely privileged form. I noted above8f that it is already found rooted in wild thought, and we now understand why it does not flourish there. The characteristic feature of wild thought is to be timeless; it seeks to seize the world, as a totality that is both synchronic and diachronic, and the knowledge it acquires from this resembles that presented by a room with mirrors on facing walls, reflecting each other (as well as objects placed in the space separating them), but without being strictly parallel. A multitude of images forms simultaneously, each of which, as a result, offers only partial knowledge of the decor and furniture, but which as a group show invariant properties expressing a truth. Wild thought deepens its knowledge with the help of imagines mundi.23 It builds mental edifices that facilitate its understanding of the world in that they resemble it. In this sense, it has been possible to define it as analogical thought.

      But in this sense too, wild thought is distinct from domesticated thought, one aspect of which is historical knowledge. In fact, the concern for continuity that inspires the latter appears as a manifestation, in the temporal order, of a knowledge that is no longer discontinuous and analogical, but interstitial and unifying: instead of multiplying objects by schemes promoted to the role of yet more objects, it seeks to overcome an original discontinuity by linking objects together. But it is this reason, wholly concerned with closing gaps and dissolving differences, that can justifiably be called “analytic.” In a paradox that has recently been underlined, for modern thought, “continuity, variability, relativity, determinism go together” (Auger, 475).24

      No doubt this analytic and abstract continuity will be opposed to that of praxis as lived by concrete individuals. But this second continuity appears to be as derivative as the first, since it is only the mode of conscious apprehension of psychological and physiological processes that are themselves discontinuous. I am not disputing the fact that reason develops and is transformed within the field of practice: the way man thinks translates his relations with the world and with men. But for praxis to be lived as thought, it is first necessary (first in a logical and not a historical sense) that thought exist: that is, that its initial conditions be given, in the form of an objective structure of the psyche and the brain, lacking which there would be neither praxis nor thought.

      So when I describe wild thought as a system of concepts embedded in images, I am not coming anywhere near to the Robinsonades25 (Sartre, 677–78) of Sartre’s constitutive dialectic. All constitutive reason presupposes a constituted reason. But even if we grant Sartre the circularity he invokes to dispel the “suspicious appearance” of the first stages of his synthesis, what he proposes are indeed Robinsonades, and this time in the guise of a description of phenomena, when he claims to restore the meaning of marriage exchange, the potlatch, or a Melanesian savage’s demonstration of his tribe’s marriage rules. Sartre then refers to an understanding lived in the praxis of the organizers, a bizarre formula corresponding to nothing real, except perhaps the opacity that every foreign society presents to someone who considers it from outside, and which incites him to project onto it, in the form of positive attributes, the failures of his own observation. Two examples will help clarify what I mean.

      No ethnologist can fail to be struck by the common way in which, throughout the world, the most diverse societies conceptualize rites of initiation. Whether in Africa, America, Australia, or Melanesia, these rituals reproduce the same pattern: they begin by symbolically “killing” the initiates, who have been taken from their families and kept hidden in the forest or the brush, where they undergo otherworldly ordeals, after which they are “reborn” as members of the society. When they are returned to their natural relations, these then simulate the phases of a new birth, and they proceed to a reeducation even of the elementary acts of eating or dressing. It would be tempting to interpret this set of phenomena as proof that at this stage, thought is entirely embedded in praxis. But this would be to see things backwards, since it is, on the contrary, scientific praxis that, among ourselves, has emptied the notions of death and birth of everything in them that did not correspond to simple physiological processes, making them unfit to convey other meanings. In societies with initiation rites, birth and death offer the stuff of a rich and varied conceptualization, to the extent that scientific knowledge concerned only with practical returns—which these rituals lack—has not yet stripped these notions (and so many others) of the greater part of a meaning that transcends the distinction between the real and the imaginary: a full meaning of which I now can scarcely do more than evoke the ghost on the small stage of figurative speech. What thus appears to us as an entanglement of ideas is the mark of a way of thinking that quite simply takes the words it uses seriously, while for us, in comparable circumstances, they are no more than a “play” on words.

      The taboos on parents-in-law provide material for an apologia leading to the same conclusion by a different path. The frequent prohibition on any physical or verbal contact between close relatives by marriage has seemed so strange to ethnologists that they have racked their brains to come up with multiple explanatory hypotheses without always checking whether these made each other redundant. Thus, Elkin explains the rarity in Australia of a man’s marriage with a patrilateral cousin by the rule that since a man is supposed to avoid all contact with his mother-in-law, he would be well advised to choose her from among women totally foreign to his own local group (to which his father’s sisters belong). The goal of the rule itself would be to prevent a mother and her daughter from competing for the affections of the same man; finally, the taboo is supposed to have extended by contamination to the wife’s maternal grandmother and her husband. We thus have four competing interpretations of a single phenomenon: as a function of a type of marriage, as the result of a psychological calculation, as protection against instinctive tendencies, and as the product of an association by contiguity. The author, however, is not yet satisfied, since in his view the taboo on the father-in-law requires a fifth interpretation: the father-in-law is a creditor of the man to whom he is giving his daughter, and the son-in-law feels himself in a position of inferiority in relation to him (Elkin 4, 66–67, 117–20).

      I will content myself with this last interpretation, which perfectly covers all the cases considered and renders the other interpretations pointless by bringing out their naïveté. But why is it so difficult to put these usages in their proper place? The reason seems to be that the customs of our own society that might be compared to them and would provide us a landmark for identifying them exist in a dissociated state among us, while in exotic societies they appear in an associated state, which makes them unrecognizable for us.

      We, too, possess the taboo on parents-in-law, or at least its approximate equivalent. It is the taboo that prohibits us from acting in too familiar a way with the great of this world and obliges us to step back to make room for them to pass. Every protocol asserts as much: one does not speak to the President of the Republic or the Queen of England without being spoken to; and we adopt the same reserve when unforeseen circumstances create conditions of closer proximity between a superior and ourselves than would be authorized by the social distance separating us. Now, in most societies the position of wife-giver comes with social (sometimes also economic) superiority; that of taker with a certain inferiority and dependence. This inequality between affines may be expressed objectively in institutions, in the form of a fluid or stable hierarchy; or it can be expressed subjectively in the system of interpersonal relations, by means of privileges and prohibitions.

      There is, then, no mystery in those usages which are unveiled to us in their inner spirit by our own lived experience. We are disconcerted only by their constitutive conditions, which in each case are different. Among ourselves, they are clearly detached from other usages and linked to an unambiguous context. But in exotic societies the same usages and the same context are, as it were, embedded in other usages and in another context: that of family ties, with which they seem incompatible to us. We hardly imagine that in private life, the son-in-law of the President of the Republic prefers to regard him as the head of state rather than as his father-in-law; and if the Queen of England’s husband behaves publicly as the first of her subjects, there are good reasons to suppose that when they are alone he is just a husband. It is one or the other. The superficial strangeness of the taboo on parents-in-law comes from it being both one and the other at the same time.

      As a consequence, and as has already been shown for operations of the understanding, the system of ideas and attitudes appears here only in an embodied form. Taken in itself, this system offers nothing that might surprise the ethnologist: my relationship with the President of the Republic consists exclusively in negative observances, since in the absence of other bonds our possible relations are entirely defined by the rule that I will not speak to him unless he invites me to do so, and that I will keep myself at a respectful distance from him. But this abstract relation need only be clothed in a concrete relation, in which the attitudes appropriate to each overlap, for me to find myself as embarrassed within my own family as an Australian native. What appears to us as greater social ease and greater intellectual mobility is thus a function of our preferring to operate with detached pieces, if not in fact with “small change,” while the native is a logical hoarder: he knots threads together without rest, indefatigably folding all the aspects of the real, whether physical, social, or mental, upon themselves. We traffic in our ideas; he hoards them as his treasure. Wild thought puts into practice a philosophy of finitude.

      From this, too, comes the renewal of interest that it inspires. This language of restricted vocabulary, which is able to express any message with combinations of oppositions between constituent units, this logic of comprehension in which content is indissociable from form, this systematics of finite classes, this universe made of meanings, no longer appear to us as the retrospective witnesses of a time

      
        when heaven on earth

        walked and breathed among a people of gods

      

      and which the poet invokes only to wonder if it ought to be regretted or not.26 This time is now being restored to us, thanks to the discovery of a universe of information in which the laws of wild thought reign once again: heaven, too, walking on earth among a people of transmitters and receivers whose messages, as long as they circulate, constitute objects of the physical world and can be grasped at once from without and from within.

      The idea that the universe of the primitives (or of those who are called primitive) consists principally of messages is not new.27 But until recently, a negative value was attributed to what was wrongly taken to be a distinctive feature, as though this difference between the universe of primitives and our own contained the explanation of their mental and technological inferiority, whereas it places them, rather, on equal footing with modern documentalists.9f Physical science had to discover that a semantic universe possesses all the characteristics of an absolute object for it to be acknowledged that the way in which primitives conceptualize their world is not only coherent, but is also the very way that is necessary when faced with an object whose elementary structure presents the image of a discontinuous complexity.

      The same arguments have overcome the false antinomy between logical and prelogical mentalities. Wild thought is logical in the same sense and in the same way as ours, but only when ours is applied to knowing a universe in which it recognizes both physical properties and semantic properties. Once this misunderstanding is dispelled, it still remains the case that, contrary to the opinion of Lévy-Bruhl, this thinking proceeds on the paths of understanding, not of affectivity, by means of distinctions and oppositions, not through confusion and participation. Although the term had not yet entered common use, numerous texts of Durkheim and Mauss29 show that they had understood that the thought called primitive was a quantified form of thought.

      The reader might object that there remains a crucial difference between the thought of primitives and our own: information theory is interested in messages that are authentically messages, while primitive peoples mistakenly take simple manifestations of physical determinism to be messages. But there are two considerations that deprive this argument of any weight. In the first place, information theory has been generalized and extends to phenomena that do not intrinsically possess the character of messages, notably those of biology; the illusions of totemism have at least had the advantage of illuminating the fundamental place that phenomena of this order hold in the economy of classification systems. In treating the sensory properties of the animal and plant kingdoms as though they were elements of a message, and in discovering “signatures”—and thus signs—in them, men have committed errors of identification: the meaningful element was not always the one they thought it was. But without possessing the perfected instruments that would have allowed them to locate the signifying element where it most often lies, that is, at the microscopic level, they already discerned, “as through a cloud,”30 principles of interpretation whose heuristic value and congruence with the real have had to wait for the most recent discoveries—telecommunications, computers, and electron microscopes—to be revealed.

      Above all, it follows, from the fact that messages (during their period of transmission, in which they exist objectively outside the consciousness of transmitters and receivers) manifest properties that they share with the physical world, that in misconstruing physical phenomena (not absolutely, but relative to the level at which they are apprehended), and in interpreting them as though they were messages, men were nevertheless able to accede to certain of their properties. For a theory of information to be developed, it was undoubtedly indispensable to have discovered that the universe of information was a part, or an aspect, of the natural world. But once the validity of the passage from the laws of nature to those of information has been demonstrated, it implies the validity of the inverse passage: that which, for millennia, has allowed men to approach the laws of nature by the paths of information.

      To be sure, the properties accessible to wild thought are not the same as those that hold the attention of scientists. In the two cases, the physical world is approached from opposite ends: one supremely concrete, the other supremely abstract; and either from the angle of sensible qualities, or from that of formal properties. But that these two roads were destined to meet, at least theoretically, and had there not occurred abrupt changes in perspective, explains that one and the other, and each independently of the other in time and space, have led to two distinct, although equally positive, forms of knowledge: one based on a theory of the sensory that flowered in the Neolithic period and continues to provide for our essential needs by means of the arts of civilization (agriculture, animal husbandry, pottery, weaving, preservation and preparation of food, and so on); and one that, from the beginning, has situated itself on the plane of the intelligible and which is the source of contemporary science.

      We will have had to wait until the middle of the twentieth century for roads long separated to cross: one that accedes to the physical world by the detour of communication, and one that, as we have only recently learned, accedes by the detour of the physical to the world of communication. In this way, the whole process of human knowledge takes on the character of a closed system. It means still remaining faithful to the inspiration of wild thought to recognize that the scientific mind, in its most modern form, will have contributed, through an encounter that it alone could have predicted, to legitimating the principles of wild thought and reestablishing its rights.

      June 12–October 16, 1961

    
  
    
      
        APPENDIX

      
      ON THE WILD PANSY (VIOLA TRICOLOR, L.; FIELD PANSY, FLOWER OF THE TRINITY)

      “Once, the tricolored violet [wild pansy] exhaled a perfume more delightful than the March violet (or perfumed violet). She grew at that time among the wheat, which was trampled down by all who wanted to collect the flower. The violet took pity on the wheat and humbly begged the Holy Trinity to take away her perfume. Her prayer was granted, and this is why she is called the flower of the Trinity” (F. Panzer, Beitrag zur deutschen Mythologie [Munich, 1855], 2:203; cited by A. von Perger, Deutsche Pflanzensagen [Stuttgart, 1864], 151–52).1f

      “The flower of the cultivated varieties shows two colors (violet and yellow, or yellow and white), sometimes three (violet, yellow, yellowish white), and strongly contrasted . . . In German, the pansy is Stiefmütterchen, ‘little stepmother.’ In the popular interpretation, the sumptuous spurred petal figures the stepmother (the father’s second wife), the two adjacent petals, also highly colored, represent her children, and the higher petals (whose colors are more drab), the children of the first marriage. Polish folklore offers a somewhat different symbolic interpretation, which merits all the more attention in that it accounts for the position of the sepals, while still offering a poetic content as rich as that of the German version. The lowest petal, which is the most remarkable, rests on a sepal on both sides: this is the stepmother, seated in an armchair. The two adjacent petals, still richly colored, each rest on one sepal, and they represent the children of the second marriage, each with a chair. The two upper petals, whose color is duller, are laterally supported on the spur of the calyx that stands out in the center: these are the poor children of the first marriage, who must settle for a single seat for two. Wagner (In die Natur, 4th ed. [Bielefeld, 1861], 1:3) completes this interpretation. The sumptuously colored petal—that is, the stepmother—must bend down as a punishment, while the humble children of the first marriage (the upper petals) are turned upward. The wild pansy serves to make a tea that purifies the blood, called tea of the Trinity” (F. Höfer and M. Kronfeld, Die Volksnamen der niederösterreichischen Pflanzen [Vienna, 1889]).

      “The interpretation as a stepmother, two brothers from the second marriage each having his own chair, and two brothers from the first marriage sharing a single seat, is very ancient . . . According to Ascherson’s Quellen, the petals symbolize four sisters (two from the first marriage and two from the second), while the stepmother corresponds to the fifth petal, which has no pair” (A. Treichel, Volksthümliches aus der Pflanzenwelt, II. Schriften der naturforschenden Gesellschaft in Danzig 5 [3], 207–32 [1882], citing p. 231).

      “You admire my petals, said the violet, but consider them more closely: their different sizes and ornamentation. The lower one spreads out, it is the wicked stepmother who takes everything; she is sitting on two chairs at the same time, since, as you see, there are two sepals under this large petal. On her right and left are her own daughters; each one has her own chair. And very far from her, we see the two upper petals: her two stepdaughters, who are squeezed humbly onto the same chair. So it happened that God takes pity on the fate of the neglected stepdaughters; he punishes the wicked stepmother by turning the flower on its peduncle: the stepmother, who was up high when the flower was upright, will be down below from now on, and a great hump is growing on her back; her daughters receive a beard in punishment for their pride, and this makes them ridiculous in the eyes of all the children who see them; while the disdained stepdaughters are now placed higher than they are” (H. Wagner, In die Natur, 4th ed. [Bielefeld, 1861], 1:3).

      “Here is why the pansy is called Syrotka (orphan girl). Once upon a time there was a husband, his wife, and their two daughters. The wife died, and the man married a second time, to another woman who also had two daughters. She never gave more than a single chair to her stepdaughters, but she gave one to each of her own daughters, and she kept two for her own use. When they all died, Saint Peter made them sit in the same way, and this is what ‘delineates’ the pansy as we see it today. The two orphans, who always had to settle for sharing one chair, are in mourning and all in white, while the daughters from the second marriage are decorated in bright colors and do not wear mourning. The stepmother, installed on her two chairs, is blue and red all over, and she does not wear mourning either” (legend from Lusatia, reported by W. von Schulenberg, Wendische Volksthum [Berlin, 1882], 43).

      “One day, unknown to their parents, a brother married his sister (without knowing that she was his sister). When they learned of their involuntary crime, they were so sorrowful that God took pity on them and turned them into this flower (the pansy), which has kept the name of bratky (the brothers)” (Ukrainian legend, reported [in Russian] in Review of Ethnography 3 [1889], 211 [Th. V.]).
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        NOTES TO THE TRANSLATION

      
      
        CHAPTER ONE

        
          
            1 This beginning: “Depuis longtemps on s’est plu . . .” echoes the first line of Marcel Proust’s multivolume novel In Search of Lost Time: “Longtemps je me suis couché de bonne heure . . .” (“For a long time, I went to bed early”; The Way by Swann’s, translated by Lydia Davis [London: Penguin, 2002], 7). The Proustian reverberations culminate in the title of the penultimate chapter, “Le temps retrouvé,” which is also the title of the last volume in Proust’s novel. As in Proust, the book begins in a semi-dream state, that of Proust’s reverie and that of the confused language and thought that earlier anthropologists had attributed to “primitive” peoples; and by implication, in modern misunderstandings of both other societies and modern society itself. Lévi-Strauss is going to wake us up. It has been proposed (Keck 2004: 115) that the “Proustian model . . . orders the construction of . . . La pensée sauvage.” And there are Proustian resonances in much of Lévi-Strauss’s work, from the treatment of time in Tristes Tropiques (1955), to explicit references to Proust on time and music in the Mythologiques (starting in 1964), to the opening section of Look, Listen, Read (1993).

          

          
            2 The words “On s’est plu à . . .” literally translate as “One has pleased oneself to . . .” or “One has been pleased to . . .”—or, indeed, since English and French verb tenses work quite differently, “One was pleased to . . .” Unlike the French writer, the English translator must specify whether the statement still has relevance today or is strictly about the past; he or she does not have the choice not to choose (a problem laid out by Lévi-Strauss’s friend Roman Jakobson, “On Linguistic Aspects of Translation,” in R. A. Brower, ed., On Translation [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1959], 232–39). As in the 1966 translation, we have chosen to make the link to the present. The formula itself more than implies that the use of the argument referred to is a mere fashion reflecting prejudice and ethnocentrism. Lévi-Strauss will now show how self-contradictory the argument is. The same formula will be used again in the last chapter to the same effect (see chapter 9, note 8).

          

          
            3 Lévi-Strauss regularly refers to plans and niveaux, both of which could be translated “levels.” Here we have consistently translated the first as “plane,” the second as “level.”

          

          
            4 The idea that curiosity about the objective world, openness to the world, is a human universal fits well with the philosophy of Merleau-Ponty, particularly as developed in The Phenomenology of Perception (1945; translated by Donald Landes [London: Routledge, 2012]). It contrasts, in spite of Lévi-Strauss’s disclaimers in the preface, with Sartre’s centering on the conscious historical subject at grips with the world.

          

          
            5 The reference is to Bronisław Malinowski, “Magic, Science and Religion” (1925), reprinted in Malinowski, Magic, Science and Religion and Other Essays (Boston, Beacon Press, 1948); there is a more extended critique of Malinowski in Totemism, chap. 3. Upon his election to the Collège de France in 1959, Lévi-Strauss chose to name his chair that of “Anthropologie sociale.” This was a break from the French tradition of calling what he did ethnologie and an identification with the rigor of British social anthropology (Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown) as against what was felt to be the more impressionistic Boasian tradition of North American cultural anthropology. But here, in discussing the way people think beyond their immediate needs, the guide is Boas and clearly not Malinowski.

          

          
            6 The French text gives p. 71 here, which is incorrect.

          

          
            7 Thus the Pléiade text. Earlier editions just give “a backward population.”

          

          
            8 Marcel Griaule (1898–1956) was a French Africanist who devoted much of his life to the study of the religion, rituals, and cosmology of the Dogon people of what is now Mali. Griaule worked with the Dogon from the 1930s with his collaborator Germaine Dieterlen. The “Griaule school” focused on the explicit ideas of the Dogon about the nature of humanity and the universe, distinguishing it both from the British concern for social organization and from Lévi-Strauss’s quest for underlying structures. The publication to which Lévi-Strauss is referring here came out in 1965 under the title Le renard pâle (Paris: Institut d’Ethnologie), with authorship attributed to Griaule and Dieterlen. The difference between the Griaule school’s concentration on explicit philosophies and Lévi-Strauss’s quest to find underlying nonconscious structures has marked French anthropology since the 1950s.

          

          
            9 Lévi-Strauss bases himself on the French translation of D. K. Zelenin, Kul’t ongonov v Sibiri (Moscow: Akademija Nauk, 1936), 57–62; this leads to some misstatements and misattributions (e.g., taking Kalar to be the name of a people rather than a place). I have made corrections based on the Russian original.

          

          
            10 At the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries, Émile Durkheim (1858–1917) founded what came to be called the French school of sociology. Among his most important collaborators, for Lévi-Strauss’s purposes here, were Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss. The Durkheimians, alone or in collaboration, published synthetic essays seeking to redefine central anthropological issues: the nature of magic (Hubert and Mauss 1902, cited here), systems of classification, sacrifice, the implications of gift exchange. For many years Mauss held the chair in sociology at the Collège de France. He died in 1950, which was also the year of publication of a major collection of his essays (Anthropologie et sociologie [Paris: PUF]), with a long introduction by Lévi-Strauss (Introduction to the Work of Marcel Mauss, translated by Felicity Baker [London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1987]). This introduction was one of Lévi-Strauss’s first general statements of his own approach.

          

          
            11 Simpson’s example, cited but not explained here, is of a controversy in the early nineteenth century over the zoological classification of the rhinoceros. The beast was most commonly classified with the hippopotamus and in a different category from horses, because both rhinos and hippos have multiple toes, while the horse has a single toe; Georges Cuvier, the greatest taxonomist of the age, agreed with this grouping, but because of the difference in the thickness of their respective skins. Henri de Blainville, in contrast, classed the rhinoceros with the horse on the basis that both had an uneven number of toes, putting hippos in a different category. Evolutionary biology ended up agreeing with Blainville, but by considering a far greater range of anatomical and paleontological data. Simpson’s conclusion is that, given the limited number of possible groupings, one of them was likely to be right—but that this does not make Blainville a theoretical ancestor of modern zoology.

          

          
            12 John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689) distinguishes (bk. 2, chap. 8, paras. 9–10) between primary qualities that are inherent in a thing itself (“utterly inseparable from the Body”), such as extension and figure, and secondary qualities (“which are nothing in the Objects themselves”) that are perceived by our senses, such as colors and sounds.

          

          
            13 The French text makes a small mistake here, writing: “la viande grillée et les croûtes brunes du pain.” The source text reads as we have put it.

          

          
            14 Before the republication of La Pensée sauvage in the Pléiade edition of his works, Lévi-Strauss reread the philosopher Auguste Comte (1798–1857), the founder of positivism. This new reading convinced him that Comte had a far more sophisticated and sympathetic understanding of non-Western societies than he had previously realized. It led to the only major changes made in the book. See chapter 8, note 4.

          

          
            15 Henri Bergson (1859–1941) was the most important French philosopher during the first half of the twentieth century. In his work Les deux sources de la morale et de la religion (Paris: PUF, 1932), he attributes to human beings a general storytelling or mythmaking function (fonction fabulatrice), which he sees as the mind’s way of preserving itself when reasoning is faced with facts that do not match it. The fonction fabulatrice, which is distinct from the scientific or artistic imagination, is active among primitive peoples and still at work in our own literature. Lévi-Strauss discusses Bergson in Totemism, 92–103.

          

          
            16 Here the word “speculation” carries its double sense, both intellectual and economic, since the point of “the science of the concrete” is not exclusively intellectual but also uses its classifications to affect the world (compare Keck 2004, 41).

          

          
            17 An extension of the term arts premiers, which has replaced art primitif in contemporary French usage.

          

          
            18 Bricolage is the practice of making something new out of odds and ends, that is, the remaining elements of old assemblages. It is something people indulge in, in many places, for profit, for economy, or as a hobby, but in French there is a word for it.

          

          
            19 Ferdinand Cheval (1836–1924) was a mailman (facteur) in southeastern France. He spent most of his life building an enormous stone “Ideal Palace” in his yard that is now recognized as a national treasure and one of the world’s major monuments of “naïve art.” Georges Méliès (1861–1923), who started out as a stage magician, was one of the pioneers of cinema. He was particularly known for his development of what are now called special effects. Mr. Wemmick is a character in Dickens’s novel Great Expectations. He lives in a small suburban villa that he has fitted out as a castle, complete with moat, drawbridge, and cannon.

          

          
            20 This is a foretaste of the discussion of Sartre in chapter 9. Sartre’s existentialism sees the human subject as thrown into a world that is itself without meaning. One must create one’s own meaning through the development of what Sartre calls a project.

          

          
            21 The French is ensemble instrumental. The 1966 English translation used “operational set,” while Wolfram had proposed “collection of tools” and Lévi-Strauss himself “instrumental set” (Lévi-Strauss 2008, p. 1829n21). The point here is to keep the French background suggestion of musical instruments as well as tools, and musical group (ensemble) as well as a mere set.

          

          
            22 For the phenomenological movement in philosophy, starting with the work of Edmund Husserl (1859–1938), the fundamental act is the “bracketing” (mise entre parenthèses; the epochè, literally “suspension,” or eidetic reduction) of one’s lived experience, letting go of presuppositions, “suspending” one’s trust in the world as known and attending only to what is immediately available in the field of consciousness. The idea that one can “bracket” a project, the defining choice of one’s life, calls up Sartre’s existentialist version of phenomenology. For Lévi-Strauss, the reference to Husserl was meant to be clear and explicit: he objected to Wolfram’s translation “put between brackets” since he felt it failed to suggest Husserl (Lévi-Strauss 2008, p. 828n18). The best we could do was add this note.

          

          
            23 From 1906 to 1911, the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure (1857–1913) gave three courses on “general linguistics” in which he sought to make explicit the uninvestigated assumptions that had underlain linguistic practice up until his time. In 1916, his students published the Cours de linguistique générale, primarily based on their class notes, under his name. The Cours lays out a series of definitions and oppositions that have been fundamental to linguistics since then, and which served as the foundation of what came to be called structuralism, as embodied in the Prague school of linguistics in the 1930s and the work of Lévi-Strauss’s friend and collaborator Roman Jakobson, and then in Lévi-Strauss’s “continental structuralism” from the 1950s on. A number of Saussure’s oppositions are cited through this book. Here it is his definition of the linguistic sign as made up of two “faces,” a signifier or acoustic image (in spoken language), and a signified, a conceptual image. Saussure pointed out that in most linguistic signs, the relationship between the two is what he called “arbitrary,” that is, motivated not by some quality of the signified that is carried over into the signifier (as in cases of onomatopoeia), but by the participation of both signifier and signified in a larger system of oppositions. This is the model that Lévi-Strauss maintains in Totemism: that a system in which human groups are identified with natural species is not based on some common quality between a given species (the signifier) and a given group (the signified), but represents a dual system of oppositions, in which it is the differences between groups that are lined up with differences between species.

          

          
            24 The essay on magic by Hubert and Mauss (first published in 1903) presents magic as requiring the kind of mental activity that would come to be used in science. Saussure would call language a “trésor deposed by the practice of speech in subjects belonging to a single community” (compare Lévi-Strauss 2008, p. 1827n9). This is my own very literal translation of the passage in Saussure.

          

          
            25 Descartes, and Spinoza after him, defined the material world through its quality of extension, as opposed to thought, which has no extension. Here extension is taken literally and specifically, and opposed to matter.

          

          
            26 Following Saussure, a linguistic sign is made up of signifier and a signified (see note 23 above); but what if the sign as a whole is being used to signify something else? This is the case, for instance, for an animal told about in a myth: to use Lévi-Strauss’s own example, the word “squirrel” suggests the image of a squirrel, but both word and image, in opposition to the word for and image of another animal, may be indicating, for instance, interior as opposed to exterior (since squirrels live in holes in trees), high versus low (since squirrels live up in trees), or herbivore versus carnivore. Thus, the sign in its entirety becomes a signifier in another sign at a “higher” level. This point was made by Roland Barthes (Mythologies, translated by Annette Lavers [New York: Hill & Wang, 1972]) in the mid-1950s, around the time Lévi-Strauss was publishing his first writings on myth; it was developed by the Tartu-Moscow school of semiotics in their work on what they called “secondary modeling systems” (see the essays in Daniel P. Lucid, ed., Soviet Semiotics [Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977]). In his 1993 book Look, Listen, Read (translated by Brian C. J. Singer [New York: Basic Books, 1997]), Lévi-Strauss himself proposed that Proust’s mode of literary composition and Poussin’s of visual composition constituted secondary, or indeed tertiary, modeling systems.

          

          
            27 In the essay cited here, Lévi-Strauss uses the word précontraint and explicitly links it with the building trades. The English translation (Structural Anthropology, Vol. 2, translated by Monique Layton [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983], 143) gives “prestressed,” as in prestressed concrete. The full sentence reads “Borrowing a neologism from the building technique, one could say that, unlike words, mythemes are ‘prestressed.’” This is an evocative choice since Lévi-Strauss’s partial homonym, the manufacturer of denim trousers, has a line of “prestressed” bluejeans.

          

          
            28 In the late 1940s and early 1950s, both Jakobson and Lévi-Strauss were influenced (one might say inspired) by the new fields of information theory and cybernetics as developed, respectively, by Claude Shannon and Norbert Wiener. Lévi-Strauss makes this clear in “Language and the Analysis of Social Laws” (symposium presentation 1949, published 1951; in Lévi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology, translated by Claire Jacobson and Brooke Grundfest Schoepf [New York: Basic Books, 1963]) and “The Mathematics of Man,” his introduction to a special issue of the UNESCO journal (International Social Science Bulletin 6, no. 4 [1954]). The former paper lays out his model of social life as made up of systems of exhange and communication at the levels of kinship, economy, and language. The paper Lévi-Strauss distributed to the 1952 Conference of Anthropologists and Linguistics held in Bloomington, Indiana, was entitled “Toward a General Theory of Communication” (Results of the Conference of Anthropologists and Linguists, Indiana University Publications in Anthropology and Linguistics, Memoir 8, p. vi). As far as I can tell, this has never been published. Lévi-Strauss’s overview of the conference from the point of view of anthropology appeared in Structural Anthropology under the title “Linguistics and Anthropology.”

          

          
            29 One of Saussure’s contributions in the Cours was the proposal that verbal language is only one of a number of systems of signs operating in human societies. He offered the name “semiology” for a general science of signs. Parallel to this, but earlier, the American philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce (1839–1914) had developed a full-scale theory of signs that, following Locke (Essay, Book IV, chap. 21, para. 4), he called “semiotics.” In this work, for the most part unpublished until long after Peirce’s death, he lays out a consistent philosophy of knowledge and science based on triplicities (where Saussure would focus on binary oppositions). For Peirce, the sign involves not only the equivalent of signifier and signified, but also an addressee, what he calls an interpretant. The quote is from a manuscript of around 1897, in C. S. Peirce, Collected Papers, vol. 2 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1932), 228.

          

          
            30 The extension of an expression is the set of things of which it is true; its comprehension or, in more recent terminology, its intension, constitutes an expression’s signified concept, its definition. The distinction was introduced in Arnauld and Nicole’s Port Royal Logique (1662). Lévi-Strauss is saying that actual things in the world (extension), given to human perception in the form of images, can also, in the case of this kind of thinking-through-images, serve as signs for concepts (comprehension).

          

          
            31 The opposition between analogy and connection is an evocation of the traditional opposition of two “laws of association,” two ways of moving from thought to thought, commonly referred to as similarity and contiguity: either two ideas have a common quality and so can be substituted one for the other, or one suggests the other because they are to be found in connection with each other. This dichotomy was first laid out by Aristotle (On Memory and Reminiscence); it was picked up by David Hume as offering the basic mechanisms for the process of thinking (An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, 1748) and formed the basis of the British associationist school of psychology. For Peirce, there are three kinds of relation between a sign and its object: iconic, which is to say based on similarity; indexical, based on contiguity; and what he calls symbolic, based on a convention. The Polish-Russian linguist Mikołaj Kruszewki (1851–87) posited similarity and contiguity relations as structuring all levels of language; Saussure defined them in specifically linguistic terms as paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations. For Jakobson, the “axes” of selection (based on similarity) and combination (creating contiguity), of metaphoric and metonymic relations, are the bases of linguistic structure (Jakobson and Morris Halle, Fundamentals of Language [The Hague: Mouton, 1956]) and of poetics (“Linguistics and Poetics,” 1960). For Lévi-Strauss, starting in 1955 with “The Structural Study of Myth” (in Structural Anthropology), they offer the framework for analyzing mythic narrative in what we might call a poetics of images.

          

          
            32 See note 23 above.

          

          
            33 One of the goals of the Surrealists was to recognize instances of what they called hasard objectif, the random, but real, encounter of meaningful images. Lévi-Strauss knew André Breton, the surrealist “pope,” whom he met on the boat when they were both fleeing France in 1941; his essay on “Indian Cosmetics” appeared in the wartime surrealist journal VVV, edited by Breton, in 1942.

          

          
            34 A 1571 portrait of Elizabeth of Austria, queen of France from 1570 to 1574, by François Clouet (1510?–72), known for the detail and delicacy of his work. The portrait is now in the Louvre. Lévi-Strauss probably knew this painting and some of the others mentioned here from the time of childhood visits to the Louvre with his father, a portrait painter.

          

          
            35 The term here is modèle réduit, literally “reduced model.” This is used in English, but as a technical term in computer science; the French corresponds to “scale model” in English, which is what we have used here. As Lévi-Strauss will point out in a few pages, a “reduced model” can in fact be bigger than the original—it is still reduced in the sense that it does not convey all of the original’s qualities.

          

          
            36 The reference here is to one of the great distinctly French social traditions. Apprentices in the trades, especially the building and culinary trades, are organized into orders of compagnons (here translated “journeyman”). As an important aspect of this compagnonnage, the apprentice travels through France learning his or her trade, staying at homes run by the order; this is the original tour de France. “Graduation” involves the creation of a masterpiece (chef d’oeuvre) which, depending on the trade involved, can, for instance, be an extraordinarily carved door, an elaborate handmade clock, or a particularly magnificent cake. The Musée du Compagnonnage in Tours offers a collection of masterpieces from the last several centuries. The hero of George Sand’s 1840 novel Le compagnon du Tour de France is a carpenter.

          

          
            37 “Man-made” is given in English, allowing a pun on English “man” and French main, “hand” (as in fait à la main).

          

          
            38 The word here translated “style” is manière, a central term in the vocabulary of Italian (maniera) then French and broadly European art criticism from the sixteenth through the end of the eighteenth century. Its use marks a passage to the recognition and appreciation of a localized (regional “schools”) and personalized way of making art. The term was replaced, most notably in French and English, by “style.” See Christian Michel, “Maniera,” translated by Michael Syrotinski, in Barbara Cassin, ed., Dictionary of Untranslatables, English version edited by Emily Apter, Jacques Lezra, and Michael Wood (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2014), 619–23.

          

          
            39 The ruff in Clouet’s painting is an artistic depiction not of a natural object, but of another piece of art. While nature may be responsible for the queen’s face and “pearly throat”—although the cosmetic arts no doubt played their part here as well—the ruff is entirely a manufactured product, at this period certainly made by hand. In going from bricoleur to artist to scientist, Lévi-Strauss seems to pass by the skilled craftsman—or, in the case of lace, skilled craftswoman—whom he recognizes elsewhere (see note 36 above). In addition, the hypothetical of scientists inventing a lacemaking machine to reproduce this particular ruff does not seem to recognize that skilled inventors (scientists? engineers?) did in fact develop lacemaking machines starting in the early nineteenth century. This, however, was not done to reproduce a single piece as a scientific project, but for mass production and to increase profit.

          

          
            40 Lévi-Strauss is again drawing on the two modes of association, which Jakobson, using the language of figures of speech, calls metaphorical (based on similarity) and metonymical (based on cause or contiguity). See note 31 above.

          

          
            41 The first editions of the book mistakenly attributed the club to the Tlingit rather than to the Haida.

          

          
            42 The text uses both the terms art savant and art académique for the post-Renaissance practice of the professional artist producing for a patron or for sale. The usual English translation for both is “academic art.” Lévi-Strauss will go on to talk about art savant ou académique, so we’ve had to make do.

          

          
            43 Lévi-Strauss had great admiration for the Flemish painter Rogier van der Weyden (1400?–1464), whom he saw as the first master of techniques that would define painting from the Renaissance on.

          

          
            44 Peinture de chevalet, a painting on the easel, rather than on a wall or a ceiling or an altarpiece, is a term commonly used in French art history. “Easel painting” is usually seen as a historical step toward the idea of art for art’s sake.

          

          
            45 Édouard Detaille (1848–1912) was a painter known for accuracy of detail, particularly in military scenes.

          

          
            46 The phrase used here is se plaît à; see the first line of the book, and note 2 above.

          

          
            47 Jean-Baptiste Greuze (1725–1805) was a well-known genre painter, which is to say, he painted detailed, realistic, and dramatic scenes of daily life.

          

          
            48 The text has algonkin. But it is clearly referring to the large language family that includes Algonquin, Ojibwa, Fox, and Cree, and the family is generally called Algonquian, algonquien in French.

          

          
            49 The text reads literally: “In both cases, death is usurped [usurpée], but only in order to be duped [dupée].”

          

          
            50 One of the ideas Lévi-Strauss draws from structural linguistics is that signs are defined by opposition to each other, in other words, in terms of their recognized differences. In much of his work he uses the term écart différentiel to indicate the gap, interval, difference, or discrepancy that initiates the passage from a continuous field into a differentiated system. Here we are consistently translating écart différentiel as “distinctive difference.”

          

        

      
      
        CHAPTER TWO

        
          
            1 Traditional philosophy distinguished between analytic judgments—that is, the working-out or revealing of what is potentially already there in an initial statement (a priori)—and synthetic judgments, which put together material, some of which was not there in the initial statement (a posteriori). In the Critique of Pure Reason (1781), Kant asks if there can be a priori, that is, foundational, knowledge that is still synthetic; he finds such knowledge in background assumptions (“intuitions” and “categories”), such as those of space, time, causality. While these are not analytic—we cannot, for instance, necessarily know that causality will continue to operate as it has up to now—they are still a priori, since human thinking requires them to be already in place in order to function at all. In the essay on magic, Hubert and Mauss (A General Theory of Magic, translated by Robert Brain [London: Routledge, 1972], 151; note that the translation gives Mauss as sole author; Hubert has been disappeared) ask whether magical judgments are synthetic a posteriori, that is, based on actual experience. They conclude that the basic assumptions of magic are a priori. Lévi-Strauss’s logic of qualities (Claude Imbert, “On Anthropological Knowledge,” 123, in Boris Wiseman, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Lévi-Strauss [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009], 118–38) seems to flip this: it is both necessary (since it is logical), that is, analytic, and a posteriori, since it depends entirely on the particular data received by the senses. Kant had seen this combination as necessarily paradoxical and so non-existent (see Stephen Palmquist, “Knowledge and Experience: An Examination of the Four Reflective ‘Perspectives’ in Kant’s Critical Philosophy,” Kant-Studien 78 [1987]: 170–200, especially 181–82).

          

          
            2 Lévi-Strauss’s analogy between a logic of qualities and the workings of a kaleidoscope recalls several passages in Proust. At the beginning, when the narrator is describing his experiences of sleeping and half-sleeping, he writes of waking “briefly for a moment, long enough to . . . open my eyes and stare at the kaleidoscope of the darkness” (The Way by Swann’s, 8). This is a very personal and subjective lived experience of the perception of night. In later volumes, Proust will use the kaleidoscope and its turnings at the other extreme of social life, as an analogy for sudden rearrangements of places in a society: “after the manner of kaleidoscopes which are turned from time to time, society composes new designs by jumbling the order of elements which once seemed immutable” (In the Shadow of Young Girls in Flower, translated by James Grieve [London: Penguin, 2003], 92); and again, “the social kaleidoscope was in the process of shifting” (The Guermantes Way, translated by Mark Treharne [London: Penguin, 2005], 186). Where Proust offers the two extremes, something in between is proposed by the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan in “Aggressiveness in Psychoanalysis” (1948), a paper that Lévi-Strauss called “a profound study” (Introduction to the Work of Marcel Mauss, translated by Felicity Baker [London: Routledge, 1987], 68n13). Here Lacan referred to “human space” as having “an originally ‘geometrical’ structure, a structure I would willingly characterize as kaleidoscopic” (Lacan, Écrits, translated by Bruce Fink [New York: W. W. Norton, 2006], 99). There are Lacanian echoes elsewhere in Wild Thought: see chapter 4, note 1.

          

          
            3 The philosopher Lucien Lévy-Bruhl (1857–1939), a contemporary of Saussure, Boas, and Durkheim, was unsatisfied by the assumption, maintained by Tylor, Frazer, and some other evolutionist anthropologists, that there was a single, universal correct way of thinking that typified modern science, and that divergences from this model, that is, errors, found among nonmodern and non-Western peoples were due to the insufficiency of their knowledge and experience. Lévy-Bruhl felt, on the contrary, that there could be multiple forms of thinking. In a series of books, starting with Les Fonctions mentales dans les sociétés inférieures (1910; translated by Lilian A. Clare under the title How Natives Think [New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1926]), he tried to show that the thinking of “primitive” people was based on different principles from those underlying scientific thought: primitive man was “prelogical,” accepted the premise that A = −A, and felt himself to be part of nature, whence the “law of participation.” In spite of Lévy-Bruhl’s intention to show the validity of this kind of thinking, his work served to reinforce the vision of the “primitive” as an inferior being, incapable of logical thought and living in a kind of mystic haze. In notebooks published after his death (The Notebooks on Primitive Mentality, translated by Peter Rivière [Oxford, Blackwell, 1975]), Lévy-Bruhl rethought his work and proposed that participation and prelogical thinking are not a stage in the development of the human mind, but an aspect of all human minds at all times, modern or nonmodern.

          

          
            4 To judge by a talk he gave in Geneva in June 1962 (in Structural Anthropology, Vol. 2)—and so just after the publication of La Pensée sauvage—for the semiquincentenary of the birth of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–78), Lévi-Strauss was particularly marked by two aspects of the philosopher’s work. One, laid out in a note to the Discourse on the Origins and Basis of Inequality among Men (1754), was the proposal that all human “nations” be studied and compared with the same rigor that explorer-scientists had been giving to “rocks and plants,” and the prediction that such a study would give birth to “a new world” and a first understanding of ourselves. The other, throughout Rousseau’s work but particularly clear in his last, the Reveries of a Solitary Walker, is oneness with nature and with the other. For Lévi-Strauss, as for Rousseau, human beings are to be seen as natural beings, human societies as part of nature—but through an expansion of the idea of nature rather than a shrinking of the idea of the human, as would later be practiced by sociobiologists, evolutionary psychologists, and some cognitive scientists.

          

          
            5 On Griaule and his collaborators, see chapter 1, note 8.

          

          
            6 On the Durkheim school of sociology, see chapter 1, note 10. In 1903, Durkheim and Mauss published an analysis of “Quelques formes primitives de classification” (Primitive Classification, translated by Rodney Needham [London: Routledge, 1963]—the same year as Needham’s translation of Totemism), a text that opens up the cross-cultural study of classification systems and can be seen as the predecessor of La Pensée sauvage.

          

          
            7 The source for this categorization seems to be Clyde Kluckhohn, “Navaho Categories,” in Stanley Diamond, ed., Culture and History (New York: Columbia University Press, 1960). See espcially pp. 65 and 85.

          

          
            8 The ethnographer Frank Hamilton Cushing (1857–1900) lived for some years with the Zuni and knew the Zuni language.

          

          
            9 “Qu’on s’est plu à imaginer,” literally “which one has been pleased to imagine.” See chapter 1, note 2.

          

          
            10 The genus that includes, among other plants, potatoes, tomatoes, and eggplant. This section is about potatoes.

          

          
            11 The French translation makes three changes from the Spanish. In the two places where the Spanish has “names” (nombres), the French replaces this with “terms.” The original does not mention tribal councils, but simply says “held meetings of their tribes” (reunieron sus tribus). And, perhaps more significantly, Lévi-Strauss has replaced “piety and loyalty” (piedad y lealtad), which evokes national pride with a Catholic flavor, with Enlightenment “piété et honnêteté.”

          

          
            12 The reference is to James George Frazer’s monumental work of comparative religion The Golden Bough (1st ed., 1890). Frazer (1854–1941) starts by posing the question of the identity of a plant that had to be plucked from the branch of a tree in Roman times; a condemned man who succeeded in the task would become “king of the wood”—until he was slain in turn by another condemned man. Frazer goes through hundreds of customs from around the world, focusing in particular on magical thinking, divine kingship, and rituals of the seasons, to conclude in the end that the “golden bough” was the mistletoe (Viscum album). Lévi-Strauss, concluding his discussion of the importance of, among other plants, the Solidago, or goldenrod, in the New World, is pointing out the homonymy in name with an Old World goldenrod, Solidago virgaurea, literally the “golden rod” or “golden bough.” The subtext may be that where Frazer, like other anthropologists of his generation, goes all around the world seeking superficial similarities, Lévi-Strauss wants to place each element of the natural world in the context of a particular society’s system of contrasts, which can give access to more abstract meanings.

          

          
            13 Lévi-Strauss devoted his 1959–60 seminar at the École Pratique des Hautes Études to eagle hunting. See Anthropology and Myth, 217–20.

          

          
            14 An earlier draft adds, “to speak Saussure’s language.” The axes of simultaneity and succession correspond to the paradigmatic and syntagmatic axes. See chapter 1, notes 23 and 31.

          

          
            15 The text alludes to several Pueblo myths here, but gives no references. Many of the elements mentioned—hunting rabbits without effusion of blood, the ghost-wife, marriage to an eagle girl, the miserable ending—are found in the Zuni story “The Ghost Girl,” in Ruth L. Bunzel, Zuni Texts, Publications of the American Ethnological Society 15 (1933), 210–35.

          

          
            16 The source of the diagram is Frazer, 1:455.

          

          
            17 A version of this section of the chapter was published in 1961 in a volume honoring Alexandre Koyré, the historian of the sciences (“Sur quelques problèmes posés par l’étude des classifications primitives,” in Mélanges Alexandre Koyré [Paris: Hermann], 1:335–45). Lévi-Strauss knew Koyré when both were refugees in New York during World War II. It was Koyré who introduced Lévi-Strauss both to Jakobson and to Lacan.

          

          
            18 On contiguity and similarity or resemblance, see chapter 1, note 31.

          

          
            19 The text has l’esprit de chaque opposition. The reference is to the initially provisional process of identifying phonemes by distinctive features out of the mass of phonetic material.

          

          
            20 The idea of a system that self-regulates through feedback is central to Wiener’s theory of cybernetics (see chapter 1, note 28). It is the model Lévi-Strauss will use to characterize social and intellectual systems that tend to return to equilibrium after suffering from demographic and historical changes. What we have translated “governed” is asservi, which covers some of the same semantic ground. It means “subjected, enslaved”; but it also means “regulated,” as a machine can have a governor to control feedback.

          

          
            21 The word used in French here is devenir, “becoming,” which can be used in French and German to indicate any kind of temporal process, personal or historical. It was one of the bones of contention between Lévi-Strauss and Sybil Wolfram during the initial devenir of the translation (see Translators’ Introduction, at the start of this book): she wrote to Lévi-Strauss that words like “becoming” and “being” are “meaningless metaphysical expressions” that would not work in English (cited in Lévi-Strauss 2008, p. 1799). We have usually translated devenir in this sense as “process” or “historical process.”

          

          
            22 The references here are to crises in French history that resulted in changes not only of regime, but of type of regime. “Orléanist” refers to the reign of Louis-Philippe, formerly Duke of Orléans, “King of the French” from 1837 to 1848, whose regime was what might be called a bureaucratic monarchy. With the fall of the monarchy during the Europe-wide revolutions of 1848, the Second Republic was established, with Napoleon’s nephew Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte as elected president. On December 2, 1851, the president seized absolute power through a military coup. Exactly a year later he declared himself emperor as Napoleon III, inaugurating the Second Empire. The empire fell in 1870 during the Franco-Prussian War; after the defeat of the French forces and the birth and destruction of the Paris Commune, France was governed until World War II by the Third Republic, dominated by the parliament and civil servants (Orléanist in this sense). During the Fourth Republic, established after the war, most power was, again, invested in the parliament. On May 13, 1958, generals of the army, particularly the army in the French colony of Algeria, moved against the government, fearing that it would allow Algerian independence. This led to the fall of the government and the return of Charles de Gaulle to power under a new constitution that created the current Fifth Republic, with great personal power vested in the president (in this sense it is Bonapartist).

          

          
            23 This exposition is close to that used to explain language change. On the one hand, nonlinguistic factors and internal sound changes are continually disrupting the patterns of a language. On the other, there is a constant tendency to reestablish patterning through processes of analogy. Saussure (Course, part III, chap. 4) even gives cases in which analogy “preserved the memory” of earlier forms and states that analogy is, “along with sound change, the main factor in the evolution of languages, and the process through which they pass from one state of organization to another” (Course, 161–62, translation slightly modified to be closer to the French).

          

          
            24 The reference is to Fred Eggan, Social Organization of the Western Pueblos (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1950), especially 88, 301–2.

          

          
            25 The source of the table is Kroeber 1, 149.

          

          
            26 In an earlier draft, Lévi-Strauss concludes this chapter: “there is room for all of science and all of philosophy” (Lévi-Strauss 2008, p. 1833n22).

          

        

      
      
        CHAPTER THREE

        
          
            1 An earlier draft adds: “These are codes that are available for the transmission of messages that can always be translated into the terms of other codes, and for the expression, in their own system, of messages received by means of different codes” (Lévi-Strauss 2008, p. 1833n2). This section is based on Jakobson’s phonology, which sees each phoneme as a “bundle of differential elements” (Jakobson, Six Lectures on Sound and Meaning, translated by John Mepham [Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1978]), the distinctions among which permit the creation of a system of oppositions, unique to each language. Such oppositions at every level of language allow the coding of any content.

          

          
            2 In fact, Frazer’s text (4:91) says that the child may not touch the tree, whether or not the fruit is edible.

          

          
            3 Frazer’s text reads: “he would say, ‘That is papa,’ and offer him a coco-nut” (Totemism and Exogamy, 2:81). The quote given here is not from Lifu, but from Ulawa, and refers to the banana (2:106).

          

          
            4 Lévi-Strauss derives his idea of transformation from D’Arcy Wentworth Thompson’s book On Growth and Form (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1917). Thompson was a Scottish mathematician and biologist who combined his two fields to argue that evolutionarily provoked changes in the fundamental plan of an organism sometimes took the form of mathematical transformations. In his chapter 17, “On the Theory of Transformations,” Thompson gives cases in which the body forms of related creatures can be mapped as geometrical transformations of each other. Lévi-Strauss discusses Thompson’s work at some length in the “Finale” to The Naked Man, the last volume of the Mythologiques (translated by John and Doreen Weightman [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981]).

          

          
            5 The Aranda or Arunta, now usually called Arrernte, are a people of the Northern Territory of Australia. They became well known in anthropological circles for their complex clan system, described by W. Baldwin Spencer and Francis James Gillen in The Native Tribes of Central Australia (London: Macmillan, 1899), a major source for subsequent theories of totemism. The Arrernte hold that conception results from the future mother being in or passing through the place of a given ancestor. The child will then belong to the totem-group of the ancestor in question. This totemic affiliation is distinct, among the Arrernte, from membership in local groups or marriage classes (see Lévi-Strauss, Totemism, 38–41).

          

          
            6 Italics added by Lévi-Strauss.

          

          
            7 See Totemism, 44–47.

          

          
            8 The churinga or alcheringa, now usually written tjurunga, is a clan marker used by the Arrernte. Most often in the form of a stone or piece of wood with a distinctive mark painted on it, it is held to embody the clan ancestor. In chapter 8, Lévi-Strauss will compare the role of the churinga with that of archives in modern societies.

          

          
            9 These three levels—of kinship, economy, and language—form a three-tiered, exchange-based model of any human society. Inspired both by communication theory and by Mauss’s exchange theory of the gift (first published 1925; Marcel Mauss, The Gift, translated by W. D. Halls [London: Cohen & West, 1954]), Lévi-Strauss laid out the model most explicitly in his paper “Language and the Analysis of Social Laws” (1951; reprinted in Structural Anthropology).

          

          
            10 The reference is to the nineteenth-century French empire of Napoleon III.

          

          
            11 The distinctive features of regional and micro-regional dress are displayed in many local museums in France and still brought “back to life” during saints’ days and processions, when people wear the costumes of their different parishes and women put on their local coifs.

          

          
            12 This is one of the sentences clarified by Frank Stewart in his letter to Man. See Translators’ Introduction at the start of this book.

          

          
            13 Malinowski, in concordance with his overall functionalism, held that animals were chosen as totems primarily because they were useful or good to eat. As Lévi-Strauss puts it in Totemism (56), “Malinowski adopts a perspective which is more biological and psychological than anthropological. The interpretation he offers is naturalistic, utilitarian, and affective.” Durkheim, on the contrary, wanted to start with social relations and the individual emotions to which they give rise, leading to the constitution of collectivities that require labels or emblems: such emblems are sought in the natural world only because they are easily available there. Both theories, and others, are discussed in Totemism, chap. 3.

          

          
            14 Periodically in his work Lévi-Strauss affirms his adherence to the Marxian principle that ultimately the nature of productive social life (infrastructure) has more influence on people’s ideas (superstructure) than the reverse. Marx was one of Lévi-Strauss’s early inspirations, along with Freud and geology, his “three mistresses,” as he puts it in Tristes Tropiques: “My admiration for Marx has remained constant . . . At a different level of reality, Marx seemed to me to proceed in the same manner as geology and psychoanalysis . . . All three demonstrate that understanding consists in reducing one type of reality to another; that the true reality is never the most obvious; and that the nature of truth is already indicated by the care it takes to remain elusive” (Tristes Tropiques, 57–58). Lévi-Strauss saw his own work as developing a theory of ideology and superstructures that was at the least compatible with Marxist theory.

          

          
            15 Wilhelm Mannhardt (1831–80) was a German folklorist and mythologist who argued that many traditional customs and beliefs were ritualized ways of encouraging and controlling natural processes. His work was an inspiration to Frazer and is foundational in The Golden Bough.

          

          
            16 In French, to deal cards is simply donner, “to give”; a particular deal of the cards is a donne. This constitutes the données, the “data,” which each society deals with in its own terms.

          

          
            17 The French text gives Tessmann, 58–71, which seems to be a mistake. It was corrected in the 1966 English translation.

          

          
            18 Here there is a small mistranslation on the part of Lévi-Strauss, who renders the English “wading” as à la nage, which means “swimming.”

          

          
            19 The notion of markedness was introduced by the Prague school of linguistics in the 1930s and carried on in the work of Roman Jakobson, who uses it to distinguish the baseline term of a binary opposition from one that carries a distinctive “mark.” In his words, “every single constituent of a linguistic system is built on an opposition of two logical contradictories: the presence of an attribute (‘markedness’) in contraposition to its absence (‘unmarkedness’)” (“Verbal Communication,” Scientific American 227, no. 3 [1972]: 72–81, especially 76).

          

          
            20 Frazer cites A. W. Howitt (The Native Tribes of Southeast Australia [London: Macmillan, 1904], 147–48) to say that the Wakelbura were forbidden to harm their totem animals in any way. Durkheim cites p. 113 of the same work, as well as E. M. Curr, The Australian Race (Melbourne: John Ferres, 1886–87), 3:27, to say that the Wakelbura were only permitted to eat their own totem animals and were forbidden to eat any others.

          

          
            21 The German makes it clear that the reference is to the flesh inside the tusk: “Furcht vor dem Innern der Stoßzähne des Elefanten.” In the next sentence, the author refers to what is apparently the same thing as Elefantenzahnfleisch, “elephant tooth-flesh.” But Zahnfleisch by itself is the German word for “gums,” which is how Lévi-Strauss translates the second appearance of the word.

          

          
            22 The reference is to a story from the Kaingáng people of Brazil telling of a monster who “came with his flame that was like burning bamboo . . . Then he would lie down with a woman and copulate with his penis, and her blood would come out” and she would die. In a note to this sentence, Henry writes, “Since the verbs ‘to copulate with’ and ‘to eat’ are the same word, my informant found it necessary to make clear how the verb was to be understood in this context.”

          

          
            23 The French word consommer corresponds both to English “consummate” and “consume.”

          

          
            24 Compare English, “She has a bun in the oven,” “He/she looks good enough to eat,” “What a dish!” A list of such usages is given in George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981).

          

          
            25 The French text gives a translation from Max Müller’s 1886 English rendering, which we have given here. The Sanskrit verse itself is more straightforward:

            
              carāṇām annam acarā daṃṣṭriṇām annam apy adaṃṣṭriṇaḥ

              ahastāś ca sahastānāṃ śūrāṇāṃ caiva bhīravaḥ

            

            which one could translate:

            
              The food of moving beings [is] unmoving beings, the food of the sharp-toothed, moreover, those without sharp teeth,

              Those without hands of those with hands, and of the bold the fearful.

            

          

          
            26 The French text has plumes caudales, “tail feathers,” where Frazer has “tail.”

          

        

      
      
        CHAPTER FOUR

        
          
            1 The reference to real and symbolic levels, like that to an “imaginary order” (see p. 136), suggests the language of the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, whose work developed in interaction with that of Lévi-Strauss (see Jeffrey Mehlman, “The ‘Floating Signifier’ from Lévi-Strauss to Lacan,” Yale French Studies 48 [1972]: 10–37; and Markos Zafiropoulos, Lacan and Lévi-Strauss or The Return to Freud 1951–57, translated by John Holland [London: Karnac, 2010]). Lacan proposed three orders of human relationship with the world and the self: the real; the imaginary, based on a specular relationship with the self-image and the mother; and the symbolic, representing the access of the subject to a place in language and society. See the articles “Imaginary” and “Symbolic” in Jean Laplanche and J.-B. Pontalis, The Language of Psychoanalysis, translated by Donald Nicholson-Smith (London: Hogarth, 1973).

          

          
            2 Arnold Van Gennep (1873–1957), the preeminent folklorist of France, also wrote some major comparative works. Today he is best known outside France for his analysis of rites of passage (1909; The Rites of Passage, translated by Monika B. Vizedom and Gabrielle L. Caffee, 2nd ed. [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2019]); Lévi-Strauss cites his volume on theories of totemism (1920) here and in Totemism.

          

          
            3 A citation of the Catholic doctrine Extra Ecclesiam nulla salus, “Outside the Church there is no salvation.”

          

          
            4 The Intichiuma is the name given by Spencer and Gillen to Arrernte rites performed by members of a totem-group to guarantee the supply of their animal or plant emblem. Frazer, who was in correspondence with Spencer, saw this kind of communion with the totem as the origin of totemism in general. For a history of the use of intichiuma in anthropological theory, see Wouter W. Belier, “The Long-Sought Sacrament: Frazer and Fieldwork on Australian Totemism,” Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 153 (1997): 42–64.

          

          
            5 The text locates the Nandi in Uganda; but they live in what was formerly the East African Protectorate, now Kenya.

          

          
            6 In Systems of Consanguinity and Affinity of the Human Family (1871), Lewis Henry Morgan (see note 13 below) classified the world’s systems of kinship terms into six types, labeling each with the name of a people who practiced it. The Crow and Omaha types are typified by a generational “skewing,” with members of several different generations being named by the same term, a Crow system being associated with matrilineal, Omaha with patrilineal societies. In The Elementary Structures of Kinship (1949), Lévi-Strauss distinguished elementary structures, which prescribe certain marriage partners, and complex structures, which only forbid some partners and leave the field open for the rest. Crow and Omaha systems are intermediary “semi-complex” structures in this typology, since, although they do not direct one whom to marry, they end up forbidding so many possible partners that they can operate like elementary systems.

          

          
            7 The material from here to page 144 was used, with some introductory paragraphs drawn partly from Totemism, in a 1962 lecture at Oxford published as “The Bear and the Barber” (Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 93 [1963]: 1–11).

          

          
            8 François, Duc de La Rochefoucauld (1613–80) was a French nobleman famous for his maxims and epigrams.

          

          
            9 The order seems to have been reversed in the text. This order used here is that of “The Bear and the Barber,” which makes more sense.

          

          
            10 The Torres Straits Expedition, which took place in 1898–99, was organized by the anthropologist A. C. Haddon to study the peoples of the islands between Australia and New Guinea. It was noteworthy, among other things, for the inclusion of psychologists, including W. H. R. Rivers.

          

          
            11 This section places the analyses proposed here in the context of Marxist theory. See chapter 3, note 14.

          

          
            12 In the Republic 514a–520a, Plato propounds his parable of the cave. In our earthly concerns, he says, we are like people fettered in a cave who cannot see outside, but only see the shadows cast by external realities behind them on the wall in front of them. The realities are, for Plato, the ideal forms of which earthly things and beings are mere shadows. Here Lévi-Strauss is turning to parable to put the Marxist infrastructure in the place of the ideal forms, and so offer a theory of ideology.

          

          
            13 The Scotsman J. F. McLennan and the American Lewis Henry Morgan, both lawyers, were two of the major evolutionist anthropologists of the nineteenth century. In his work Primitive Marriage (Edinburgh: Adam & Charles Black, 1865), McLennan first proposed the terms exogamy and endogamy for “marrying out” and “marrying in,” and argued that in the earliest stage of human development, when the role of the father in procreation was not yet recognized, relations must have been endogamous, promiscuous, and polygynous, with men capturing wives. At a later stage, with the realization of paternity and so the identification of descent through males, marriage must have become exogamous and polyandrous. In a note at the end of Ancient Society (Chicago: Charles H. Kerr, 1877), Morgan, basing himself on his earlier comparative work on kinship systems (see note 6 above) argued that exogamy and endogamy are not developmental stages, but practices that depend on the level of social organization: in any society there are groups that forbid marriage to another member of the group; these groups themselves form part of larger entities within which marriage takes place, either obligatorily, as in the Indian caste system, or statistically, as in modern Euro-American societies.

          

          
            14 Here the French text reads “Were highly esteemed by others . . . ,” which is not what the source says. Lévi-Strauss himself made the correction in “The Bear and the Barber,” but it did not get into La Pensée sauvage.

          

          
            15 For some millennia, the Hindu caste system has expanded over South Asia, incorporating both small local societies and immigrant populations. Under the British regime, those small societies, usually in mountains or forests, that had not been so incorporated, maintaining their own relatively autonomous social structures, economies, languages, and religions, were labeled “tribes.” In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, such “tribal” peoples were the primary focus of ethnographic research by European scholars.

          

          
            16 See note 1 above.

          

          
            17 Literally “from the point of view of nature,” here meaning “in the form of natural products.” The allusion is to Spinoza’s use of sub specie aeternitatis, which in his case means “from the point of view of eternity,” that is, from a perspective beyond the merely human and local.

          

          
            18 In 1913 Freud published Totem and Taboo, his first major attempt to bring psychoanalysis to bear on anthropological problems. To do this he took as given the universal stage theory of human mental development that had been developed by the evolutionists and Lévy-Bruhl. In it Freud proposed a scenario for the origin of both totemic systems and taboos involving a group of sons murdering their father and then treating him as a god, creating the Oedipus complex, a fundamental disposition that has marked all humans since. In “The Structural Study of Myth” (1955), as here, Lévi-Strauss treats this scenario as a myth, specifically one more version of the myth of Oedipus.

          

          
            19 The text here translates “animals” as quadrupèdes.

          

        

      
      
        CHAPTER FIVE

        
          
            1 Lévi-Strauss is playing on the etymological link between “general” and “genus,” “special,” “specific,” and “species”—links that have been lost in vernacular English but are still perceptible in French.

          

          
            2 Lévi-Strauss discusses Boas’s views on classification systems in Totemism, 10–13.

          

          
            3 Extension and comprehension: see chapter 1, note 30.

          

          
            4 Quote from Bergson, Matière et mémoire (1889), 177. Bergson is using this as an example of what he calls the utilitarian origin of our perceptions. The perceptions of animals, he writes, must be limited to what is useful to them, and so, all grass being edible for a grass-eater, it will not go further and classify grasses into different categories. The fact that “grass” in French is herbe allows a link between herbe and herbivore that is absent in English.

          

          
            5 The reference is to the discovery of DNA coding.

          

          
            6 The source of the diagram is Conklin 4, 131.

          

          
            7 The text mistakenly attributes all of these emblems to the Solomon Islands.

          

          
            8 In the biaxial model of language of Saussure and Jakobson (chapter 1, note 31), in speech production only the syntagmatic axis, the signifying chain, is available to the perception of the interlocutor; the choices made in building the syntagmatic chain remain hidden. Jakobson’s poetics is based on the idea that the distinctive feature of poetic language is to bring elements from the paradigmatic axis to the surface, as it were, making them available on the syntagmatic chain through repetition or parallelism. In his words:

            
              What is the empirical linguistic criterion of the poetic function? . . . To answer this question we must recall the two basic modes of arrangement used in verbal behavior, selection and combination . . . [S]election is produced on the base of equivalence, similarity and dissimilarity, synonymity and antonymity, while the combination, the build up of the sequence, is based on contiguity. The poetic function projects the principle of equivalence from the axis of selection onto the axis of combination. Equivalence is promoted to the constitutive device of the sequence. (“Linguistics and Poetics,” in Thomas A. Sebeok, ed., Style in Language [1960], 358)

            

          

          
            9 This notion of a twist (torsion) of meaning was proposed as a way of understanding myth in “The Structural Study of Myth” (1955) in the form of a “canonical formula” for myth that involves the interchange of functions and terms. The canonical formula, baffling for most readers, came to the attention of mathematicians and has been a source of interdisciplinary exchange since the 1980s. See, in particular, Pierre Maranda, ed., The Double Twist: From Ethnography to Morphodynamics (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2001); Maurice Godelier, Claude Lévi-Strauss: A Critical Study of His Thought, translated by Nora Scott (London: Verso, 2018), 380–406.

          

          
            10 In a number of places in the Bible it is said that God thwarts the plans of the wise. See, for instance, Psalm 94.11, Job 5.12, and 1 Corinthians 3.20.

          

          
            11 Since the relationship between a verbal signifier and its signified is usually not motivated (unlike in the case of what Peirce calls icons and indexes), Saussure called it arbitrary. This is true for any given signifier by itself, but the relationship between the sign and other signs in the same system is hardly arbitrary. This was pointed out by the linguist Émile Benveniste in “The Nature of the Linguistic Sign” (1939; in Benveniste, Problems in General Linguistics, translated by Mary Elizabeth Meek [Coral Gables, FL: University of Miami Press, 1971], cited by Lévi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology, 87–89).

          

          
            12 In French, the signifier dix-neuf is literally “ten-nine,” “motivated” in that it signifies the sum of ten and nine: if you know dix and neuf, you can guess the meaning of dix-neuf. Vingt, “twenty,” on the contrary, is a single term. If you don’t know this word, knowing other French words will not help.

          

        

      
      
        CHAPTER SIX

        
          
            1 On the Griaule school in African studies, see chapter 1, note 8.

          

          
            2 The reference is to John Long, Voyages and Travels of an Indian Interpreter and Trader (London: By the author, 1791), the first published source to use the word totem. Long was an English-born fur trader about whom we know nothing except what is contained in this book. Lévi-Strauss referred to him as “J. K.” Long, but the middle initial appears to be an error.

          

          
            3 Play on the word membres, which means “members,” as in the members of a group, and also as in “body parts, limbs.”

          

          
            4 The 1966 English translation has “modeling of the appearance,” when the French uses the word personne. While the etymological source of “person” is the Latin persona, “an actor’s mask,” and so, indeed, an appearance, the French personne, in its standard usage, is very close to English “person.” What is being modeled is much more than a mere appearance. This may be one of the cases where the translation is marked by an incompatibility between British and continental philosophies.

          

          
            5 The reference is to the English philosopher John Stuart Mill and his System of Logic (London: John W. Parker, 1843), where he defines proper nouns as a “singular name which is only capable . . . of being truly affirmed . . . of one thing” (book 2, chap. 2, para. 3). Mill’s, and Gardiner’s, position that proper nouns/names are true deictics, which indicate but do not define, has been the main one in the philosophy of language. It is possible that Lévi-Strauss’s critique of this position is related to the fact that in traditional French society one could bear a different first name in different situations or change first name at different stages in life. See Françoise Zonabend, “Pourquoi nommer?” in C. Lévi-Strauss, ed., L’identité: séminaire interdisciplinaire (Paris: Grasset, 1977).

          

          
            6 As in English, the French word attitude means both a “disposition of the mind” and a “disposition of the body,” though the latter usage is rare in English (Lewis Carroll plays on the duality in the “Anglo-Saxon attitudes” of Through the Looking-Glass, chap. 7). In French, the bodily sense is still active and is what is being used here. Consciously or not, it echoes the use of the word in Baudelaire’s sonnet “Les chats”:

            
              Ils prennent en songeant les nobles attitudes

              Des grands sphinx allongés au fond des solitudes,

              Qui semblent s’endormir dans un rêve sans fin . . .

            

            One could translate this:

            
              In reverie they take on the noble poses

              Of great sphinxes stretched out in the depths of solitudes,

              Who seem to be slipping into an endless dream . . .

            

            This poem was the only occasion for a published collaboration between Lévi-Strauss and Jakobson. Their joint analysis, “‘Les chats’ de Charles Baudelaire,” appeared in the anthropological journal L’Homme at the beginning of 1962, just before the publication of Le Totémisme aujourd’hui and La Pensée sauvage. See “Charles Baudelaire’s ‘Les chats,’” translated by Katie Furness-Lane, in R. Jakobson, Language in Literature (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987).

          

          
            7 The notion of totalization is central to the argument in Sartre’s Critique of Dialectical Reason (see chapter 9). Where, for Sartre, totalization requires immediate consciousness, Lévi-Strauss is showing how totalization can take place collectively and through generations, through the operations of wild thought.

          

          
            8 In French the word nom corresponds to both English “name” and “noun.” Lévi-Strauss will play on this homonymy.

          

          
            9 This is not strictly true. Even if my dog’s officially recognized name is Top-Hill Silver Spray, I am free to refer to him as Bowwow, as in “Bowwow chewed up the cushion.”

          

          
            10 Roughly the French equivalent of “Rover.”

          

          
            11 All Sturtevant gives are the name and the explanation that a small number of elements are combined to make it; he does not indicate how the series is constructed or how the names are combined. “Crazy-spherical-puma,” while charming, is just a hypothetical.

          

          
            12 French has two words, surnom and sobriquet, both of which can translate the English “nickname” and both of which are being used here. While their meanings often overlap, a sobriquet is a nickname in the sense of being humorous or pejorative, as in this case; a surnom is an additional or secondary name.

          

          
            13 In fact, Vercingetorix seems to be good Gaulish for “king over warriors” or “supreme king of warriors” (Xavier Delamarre, Dictionnaire de la langue gauloise, 3rd ed. [Paris: Errance, 2018], 116, 208, 314) and may well have been a title or an honorific rather than what we think of as a personal name.

          

          
            14 Given the intellectual relationship between Lévi-Strauss and Lacan, one may see le nom du grand-père as an echo of le nom du père, one of Lacan’s key concepts, introduced in his seminar of 1955–56. Lacan maintained that the Oedipus complex can be understood as the breaking of the subject out of a specular (imaginary) relationship with his or her own image into full participation in a human society and language (the symbolic order) through the intervention of a third party, stereotypically the father in modern Western societies—but, as Lévi-Strauss suggests here, it can equally be the “name of the (paternal) grandfather.” In other societies, different social personas can fill this role.

          

        

      
      
        CHAPTER SEVEN

        
          
            1 This would be the third of the three conclusions mentioned above.

          

          
            2 Compare English Tom Tit, Jenny Wren, Polly the Parrot . . .

          

          
            3 There is some confusion here among the vegetables. Brassica rapa has a number of different varieties, including the turnip (rave or navet), bok choy, and colza. Here, and on p. 241, Lévi-Strauss says it is the chou-rave, which is “kohlrabi” in English. Kohlrabi is a form of a different species of the same genus, Brassica oleracea, which for its part also counts cabbage, brussels sprouts, broccoli, collards, and kale. Gardiner’s English original gives “turnip” throughout; he is taking his example from Brøndal’s Danish book Ordklasserner (1928), of which Lévi-Strauss cites the 1948 French translation.

          

          
            4 This is clearly different from the English-language practice of frequently giving human proper names to dogs. Among dogs I have known are Max, Jack, Serena, George, Toby, Ralph, Samantha, Rosie, Moe . . .

          

          
            5 The Roman de Renart (the tale of Reynard the Fox) is a collection of animal fables in Old French compiled at the end of the twelfth century.

          

          
            6 Littré’s is one of the standard French dictionaries.

          

          
            7 “Cattle” translates the French bétail, a collective term. Like English, French has no collective word for dogkind.

          

          
            8 Again, English usage seems far more eclectic. While the bull named Big Business (in Stella Gibbons’s 1932 novel Cold Comfort Farm) fits Lévi-Strauss’s model, cows, bulls, and oxen are often given human first names. The most famous bovines in North America are probably Elsie the Cow, whose portrait graces a line of dairy products, and her “husband” Elmer the Bull, the symbol of a brand of glue.

          

          
            9 In the Cours, Saussure carefully distinguishes between the act of speaking, la parole, usually translated “speech,” and any given linguistic system, la langue. La langue, for him, while accessible only through la parole, is the proper object of linguistic study. In Jakobson’s way of formulating it (see, for instance, “Linguistics and Poetics” [1960]), speech, which is linear, lies along the syntagmatic axis, while the paradigmatic axis calls upon the whole linguistic system.

          

          
            10 Jack-behind-the-garden-gate is one of the names for—wait for it—Viola tricolor, the wild pansy.

          

          
            11 “Margaret Rose” was the princess’s full name, so the flower in question is the “Princess Margaret Rose” rose—which in itself tends to destabilize the distinction between proper names and common nouns. In fact, the best known flower named after the princess happens to be a gladiolus, which is the example given above of a masculine flower name, here with a feminine appellation. But even if someone visiting a garden of gladioli says, “Oh, what beautiful Princess Margaret Roses you’ve got!” does this make it a common noun? It’s still capitalized.

          

          
            12 Joannes Stobaeus was a fifth-century CE compiler of sayings of Greek philosophers. Here he is citing the pre-Socratic philosopher Heraclitus, who lived in the sixth and fifth centuries BCE. See Stobaeus, Fragment 119; The Greek Anthology IV, 40, 23. ἦθοϛ ἀνθρώπῳ δαίμον. This line has been translated in a number of ways. Compare G. S. Kirk, J. E. Raven, and M. Schofield, eds., The Presocratic Philosophers, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 210–11: “Man’s character is his daimon.” Also Laks and Most, eds., Early Greek Philosophy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2016), 3:195: “Character, for a human, is his personal deity.” D111 (B119).

          

          
            13 The text uses the word oeuvre, which means a “work” in the sense of a “creation.” In opting for what is perhaps the too specific “work of art,” I am thinking of Edward Sapir’s statement that “language is the most massive and inclusive art we know, a mountainous and anonymous work of unconscious generations” (Sapir, Language [New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1921], 235).

          

        

      
      
        CHAPTER EIGHT

        
          
            1 The title of this chapter, “Le Temps retrouvé,” reproduces that of the final volume of Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu (“In Search of Lost Time”). In ordinary usage, temps perdu means what in English is called “wasted time,” and indeed Proust’s focus on detail and on trains of thought can give an impression of inconsequence. Calling the last volume “Time Regained,” which is a clear echo of Milton’s Paradise Regained, made it explicit that the name for the whole multivolume novel was a reference to Paradise Lost, underlining the work’s central argument that memory, as regained by art, is the true paradise.

          

          
            2 “Du général au spécial.” See chapter 5, note 1.

          

          
            3 Échec means “check” as in chess, but also “failure” or “blockage.”

          

          
            4 For the next few pages the account of Comte is very different in the final, Pléiade edition of the book from that in earlier versions. This is the only major change Lévi-Strauss made in the different editions of the book. Based solely on the Cours de philosophie positive (1830–42), the earlier version notes Comte’s recognition of the “progressive” nature of what we now take as superstitions, but criticizes his view of “contemporary savages” as mired in the particular and incapable of synthesis. As Lévi-Strauss states in the footnote on page 249, a reading of the later Système de politique positive (1851–54) and of Comte’s final text, the Synthèse subjective (1856) radically changed his view of Comte’s view of nonmodern peoples. The earlier version can be consulted both in the notes to the Pléiade edition (pp. 1840–41) and in the 1966 English translation. Given the liberties taken in the available English translations of these texts of Comte’s, I have preferred to translate these passages myself.

          

          
            5 See chapter 1, note 17.

          

          
            6 Visitors do in fact feel this way when first encountering Paris traffic.

          

          
            7 The word used here is principe, which is usually translated by English “principle”; but in French it also continues to carry the sense of Latin principium, “beginning.”

          

          
            8 Lévi-Strauss is using the terms sacrifiant for the person sponsoring and benefiting from the sacrifice and sacrificateur for the “technician” who actually carries it out, usually some kind of a priest. He gets the distinction from Hubert and Mauss, Essai sur la nature et la fonction du sacrifice (1898). The English translation by W. D. Halls (1964, p. ix) rendered these terms as “sacrifier” and “sacrificer” respectively, but this useful distinction does not seem to have caught on in English.

          

          
            9 The French reads “traçait la voie à suivre à la divinité.” It is possible to read this line in two senses: it could mean “tracing the way to follow (to reach) the deity (or divinity)” or “tracing the way for (the) divinity to follow.” Both alternatives are found in the various translations of La Pensée sauvage. But both the construction of the French and the almost hydraulic theory of divine flows that Lévi-Strauss is presenting suggest that it is divinity that is coming toward the human realm. For Hubert and Mauss, who are guiding Lévi-Strauss in this argument, while the ascent of the “sacrifier” toward divinity is a necessary step in the sacrifice, still the whole mechanism of sacrifice is meant to bring divine blessings to those performing it.

          

          
            10 On the Intichiuma, see chapter 4, note 4.

          

          
            11 Saussure distinguishes between le langage, the human linguistic faculty, and la langue, a given system such as French or English. This lexical distinction is not available in English. For Lévi-Strauss, language in the sense of la langue, a particular linguistic code, is the model for other aspects of culture and society.

          

          
            12 The text has autruche, but the only ostriches in Australia are imports.

          

          
            13 By introducing the distinction between “hot” and “cold” societies, Lévi-Strauss had hoped to improve on the highly ethnocentric dichotomy between peoples “with” and “without” history, itself an avatar of that between civilized and primitive peoples. But the “hot” and “cold” distinction was taken, by most readers, as merely a new phrasing for the old dichotomy. This is certainly how Sartre took it: “In a society which is ‘hot’—to use Lévi-Strauss’s excellent phrase—that is to say, in a society in which all forms of class struggle are perpetually alive in opposition to the statute of seriality (among the oppressed and the oppressors) . . .” (Critique, 659). In the margin next to this passage in his copy of the Critique, Lévi-Strauss wrote, “It isn’t that at all” (Lévi-Strauss 2008, p. 1843n9).

          

          
            14 Méconnaître, “to misrecognize.” Not another coinage by George W. Bush, but a distinctly French notion: you recognize something, or think you recognize something—for the subject, the two experiences are identical—but you’re wrong.

          

          
            15 The word here is événementialité, which I have chosen simply to anglicize; others have used or suggested “the event” or “eventhood.” Andrew Gibson (“‘Thankless Earth, But Not Entirely’: Event and Remainder in Contemporary Fiction,” in Barbara Arizti and Silvia Martinez-Falquina, eds., On the Turn: The Ethics of Contemporary Fiction in English [Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars, 2007], 7), writes that the word is untranslatable from French to English.

          

          
            16 The French refers to la petite histoire, a term used for petty details and anecdotes.

          

          
            17 Jacob Burckhardt and Oswald Spengler were what might be called mega-historians, offering ambitious reconstructions of entire civilizations and great historical tendencies. Gustave Lenôtre and the Duc de La Force were early twentieth-century historians known for their focus on la petite histoire.

          

        

      
      
        CHAPTER NINE

        
          
            1 The reference here is to a line from the Roman playwright Terence: Homo sum, humani nihil a me alienum puto (“I am human; I think nothing human alien to me”). Lévi-Strauss’s friend Roman Jakobson had reformulated the line as Linguista sum; nihil linguistici mihi alienum puto, in his concluding report to the Conference of Anthropologists and Linguists, held in Bloomington, Indiana, in 1952 (Results of the Conference of Anthropologists and Linguists, International Journal of American Linguistics, Memoir 8 [1953]). The concluding report on behalf of the anthropologists was done by Lévi-Strauss. On the meaning of the word principe as both “principle” and “origin,” see chapter 8, note 7.

          

          
            2 In 1960, Sartre published the first volume of his Critique of Dialectical Reason, the only one to appear during his lifetime, and the one that Lévi-Strauss is addressing here. The Critique was the most ambitious attempt to found a union of Marxism with existentialist philosophy by shifting the focus from the free individual consciousness to free people forming communities, and making and changing their own history. For an evaluation of the two positions by someone who worked closely with both Sartre and Lévi-Strauss, see Jean Pouillon, “Sartre et Lévi-Strauss: Analyse/dialectique d’une relation dialectique/analytique,” L’Arc 26 (1968): 60–65. The original version of the Critique included as an introduction the earlier text Questions de méthode. This was published separately in English translation (Search for a Method, translated by Hazel E. Barnes [New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1963]), and was not included in the English translation of the Critique.

          

          
            3 The French expression le diable et le bon Dieu was also the title of a 1951 play by Sartre.

          

          
            4 Sartre believes that the dialectic operates only among conscious human beings. He is therefore highly critical of Engels’s attempt to extend Marxist theory in the Dialectics of Nature (1883). Lévi-Strauss, in contrast, was quite sympathetic to Engels’s project (Elementary Structures, 519–20) and here identifies himself with it as a “transcendental materialist.” Sartre calls anyone who tries to understand human beings scientifically an aesthete, treating humans as if they were ants.

          

          
            5 A line that anticipates the last words of Michel Foucault’s The Order of Things (1966; English translation, London: Tavistock, 1970): if our current arrangements of knowledge were to change, “man would be erased, like a face drawn in sand at the edge of the sea.”

          

          
            6 This echoes Spinoza’s attack on the mind-body opposition in the Ethics (1677), not by reducing thought to matter, or by treating matter as an illusion, but by arguing that matter has properties that have heretofore been unsuspected. “No one has hitherto laid down the limits to the powers of the body; that is, no one has as yet been taught by experience what the body can accomplish solely by the laws of nature, in so far as she is regarded as extension” (III, prop. 2).

          

          
            7 These criticisms of Sartre parallel those formulated by Merleau-Ponty 1955 in Adventures of the Dialectic (translated by Joseph Bien [Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1973]).

          

          
            8 Literally: “by which traditionally one has pleased oneself to recognize . . .” A reprise of the first line of the book. From beginning to end, Wild Thought is a critique of the arrogance and arbitrariness of modern thinking about other peoples.

          

          
            9 Malinowski lived on the Trobriand Islands during World War I, sharing the lives of the islanders. His opus Argonauts of the Western Pacific (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1922) insists on the importance of what came to be called “participant observation” and of considering all aspects of a people’s life—what Lévi-Strauss is here calling “totalization.”

          

          
            10 This is a hard sentence. The German, Spanish, and Portuguese translations, like the 1966 English version, follow the reading we have given; the Italian translation reverses it, presenting indigenous thought as constituted, Sartre’s own interpretation of it as constituting.

          

          
            11 A. Bernard Deacon was a British anthropologist who worked on the island of Ambrym in what is now Vanuatu. In order to explain their kinship relations, some Ambrym people drew him elaborate diagrams in the sand (Deacon, “The Regulation of Marriage in Ambrym,” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 57 [1927]: 325–42). Deacon writes that his best evidence came from “the remarkably lucid exposition . . . by the natives themselves” (328), “the astonishingly clear and complete explanation given me, voluntarily and without any suggestion on my part, by . . . my . . . informants” (334), and concludes that “the way they could reason about relationships from their diagrams was absolutely on a par with a good scientific exposition in a lecture-room” (329n). Lévi-Strauss quotes Deacon in The Elementary Structures of Kinship, and it is this attribution of rigorous thinking to “savages” that Sartre is disputing.

          

          
            12 See chapter 8, note 11.

          

          
            13 This is an echo of Pascal, Pensées, 277: Le coeur a ses raisons que la raison ne connaît point (“The heart has its reasons that reason does not know”). It’s interesting that the title of Pascal’s work is Pensées.

          

          
            14 Sartre defines his “progressive-regressive method” as “an enriching back-and-forth between the object (which contains the whole epoch as hierarchized significations) and the epoch (which contains the object in its totalization)” (Search for a Method, 148; translation modified to be closer to the original).

          

          
            15 This quote from Sartre comes, again, from his criticism of Engels’s “dialectics of nature,” which sees natural laws operating within, and explaining what happens in, human societies. For Sartre, this is to replace real dialectics, drawn from human beings’ experience with nature and with each other, with a fantasy.

          

          
            16 Ce sens n’est jamais le bon: a play on le bon sens, common sense. Freud’s three foundational books analyzed forms of human action that revealed the existence of unconscious mental processes: dreams, jokes, and what he called Fehlleistung, a mistaken act or (Freudian) slip of the tongue (The Psychopathology of Everyday Life [1901]). The term is translated into French as acte manqué and into psychoanalytic English as “parapraxis.” See the article “Parapraxis” in Laplanche and Pontalis, The Language of Psychoanalysis.

          

          
            17 As against Sartre’s choice of examples from the French Revolution, Lévi-Strauss proposes an earlier but equally shattering series of events: the mid-seventeenth-century revolt of nobles and peasants against the monarchy called the Fronde, literally “the slingshot.” The Cardinal de Retz was a participant in the Fronde, and his Memoirs are a major source for the period.

          

          
            18 The word used in French is le moi (“the me”), translating Freud’s das Ich (“the I”). In English, as with many psychoanalytic terms, the choice was made to abandon Freud’s own use of terms drawn from everyday language and replace them with Latin and Greek terms (compare “parapraxis” in note 16, above). The English term is therefore the Latin “ego,” which we have used here. Lévi-Strauss’s attack on the ego as a socially imposed image of the self rather than an immediate (apodictic) experience parallels that of Lacan, who cites “the paranoiac structure of the ego” (Lacan, “Aggressiveness in Psychoanalysis,” in Écrits, 93).

          

          
            19 Both Lewis Carroll (Sylvie and Bruno Concluded [1895], chap. 11) and J. L. Borges (“On Rigor in Science” [1946], in Dreamtigers, translated by Mildred Boyer and Harold Morland [Austin: University of Texas Press, 1964]) offer the conceit of a map large and detailed enough to equal the territory itself.

          

          
            20 A play on the distinction between partiel, partial in the sense of incomplete, and partial, partial in the sense of taking sides (as opposed to impartial).

          

          
            21 Lévi-Strauss cites the nineteenth-century diplomat and writer Arthur de Gobineau, who in 1852 published De l’inégalité des races humaines, in which he seeks to interpret human history in the deepest possible time frame, which for him is a racial frame; Gobineau is, in fact, often considered the founder of intellectual racism. While noting that Gobineau confounds race with culture, Lévi-Strauss gives him credit for recognizing the effect of timescale on one’s reading of history (Didier Eribon, Conversations with Claude Lévi-Strauss, translated by Paula Wissing [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991], 149). Before Gobineau, Henri de Boulainvilliers (1658–1722) had taken a similarly multiscaled approach to the history of France.

          

          
            22 In a 1931 paper (“On Formally Undecidable Propositions . . .”), the mathematician Kurt Gödel proved that any theory capable of formalizing arithmetic must be incomplete; the implication is that that any statement explaining the coherence of a theory could not explain itself.

          

          
            23 The imago mundi (plural imagines), or “image of the world,” was a medieval and Renaissance genre of representing the cosmos in terms of directions, seasons, and elements, often showing the parallels between the natural macrocosm and the human microcosm.

          

          
            24 Pierre Auger was a French physicist and philosopher of science whom Lévi-Strauss had met in New York during the war.

          

          
            25 One of the major criticisms Marx leveled at the economists of his time was that they held as evident that the natural state of the human being was to be a solitary, self-aggrandizing individual—and that they subscribed to stories about free individuals inventing society at some unspecified time in the mythical past. The best example of such a capitalist myth was Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719), which had given rise to a whole genre of desert island literature called Robinsonades. For Marx, Defoe’s hero, alone on a desert island, having to create civilization all by himself, is the very model for modern economic man. In his view,

            
              [t]he human being is in the most literal sense a ζῶον πολιτικόν, not merely a gregarious animal, but an animal which can individuate itself only in the midst of society. Production by an isolated individual outside society—a rare exception which may well occur when a civilized person in whom the social forces are already dynamically present is cast by accident into the wilderness—is as much of an absurdity as is the development of language without individuals living together and talking to each other. There is no point in dwelling on this any longer. (Grundrisse, 1857, translated by Martin Nicolaus [Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin, 1973], 84)

            

            As for Robinson Crusoe,

            
              The individual and isolated hunter and fisherman, with whom Smith and Ricardo begin, belongs among the unimaginative conceits of the eighteenth-century Robinsonades.

            

            These figures represent, rather,

            
              the anticipation of “civil society,” in preparation since the sixteenth century and making giant strides towards maturity in the eighteenth. In this society of free competition, the individual appears detached from the natural bonds etc. which in earlier historical periods make him the accessory of a definite and limited human conglomerate. (83)

            

            In accusing him of promulgating Robinsonades, Lévi-Strauss is arguing that Sartre’s project of unifying Marxism and existentialism ultimately continues to take the free, conscious, unified individual of modern capitalist society as the norm for all of humanity and human history.

          

          
            26 The opening lines of Alfred de Musset’s poem “Rolla” (1833), which contrasts the glories of the past to the corruption and cynicism of today’s world.

          

          
            27 A widespread presupposition during the Middle Ages, greatly developed and made explicit in the Renaissance, was that in creating the world God had left meaningful qualitative clues to the deep nature of things, signatures, which were there to be interpreted and understood. On the doctrine of signatures, see Foucault, The Order of Things, chap. 2.

          

          
            28 What was called a documentalist in the 1960s is now usually called an information specialist or information technician in English-speaking countries. The term is still used in French.

          

          
            29 For Durkheim, Mauss, and Hubert, in Primitive Classification, Elementary Forms, and the General Theory of Magic, human thought begins not with confusion, but with separation (sacred from profane) and classification.

          

          
            30 Comme à travers un nuage. There are (at least) two sources for what is evidently a quote. One is the Roman philosopher Seneca, who in his Questiones Naturales (7.18) says that, when a comet passes, one sees the sky and the stars non aliter quam per nubem—which is translated in J. B. J. Delambre’s Histoire de l’astronomie ancienne (Paris: Courcier, 1817), as comme à travers un nuage (1:277). Another, very different, one is a calligramme, a “word-picture,” by Guillaume Apollinaire, “Le portrait de Lou” (1915), in which he describes—and reproduces, since this is a calligramme—a photograph of his beloved. It ends:

            
              Voici enfin l’imparfaite image de ton buste adoré

              vu comme à travers un nuage

              Un peu plus bas c’est ton coeur qui bat

              Here at last the imperfect image of your adored breast

              seen as through a cloud

              A little lower it’s your heart that beats
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        FOOTNOTES

      
      
        CHAPTER ONE

        
          
            1f This turn of phrase exists in French: “The surprise of new foods excited the cupidity of stomachs” (Flaubert, Salammbô, chap. 1). Note added 2005–6.

          

          
            2f Also, forty-five kinds of edible mushrooms (R. B. Fox, 251) and, on the technological plane, fifty different types of arrows (R. B. Fox, 265–68).

          

          
            3f Compare below, pp. 156–58 and 173.

          

          
            4f “It is today generally recognized, by all men of sense, that chance has only the tiniest of parts in scientific and industrial discoveries; that it plays an essential role only in discoveries of no importance” (“Plan of the Scientific Work Necessary for the Reorganization of Society” [1822], in Comte, Early Political Writings, translated by H. S. Jones [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998], 96). Note added 2005–6.14

          

          
            5f Attempts have been made to ascertain what happens if copper ore is accidentally melted in a fire; many and varied experiments have established that in this case nothing happens at all. The simplest procedure that has been identified for obtaining molten copper consists of intensely heating powdered malachite in a pottery vessel covered with an inverted pot. This result by itself limits the possibility of a chance discovery to the confines of the kiln of some potter specializing in glazed ware (Coghlan).

          

          
            6f A “treasury of ideas,” as Hubert and Mauss admirably call magic (2, 143).24

          

          
            7f Mythical thought builds structured sets by means of a structured set, that of language. But it is not at the level of structure that it makes use of language: it builds its ideological castles out of the rubble of earlier social discourse.

          

          
            8f Bricolage also works with “secondary” qualities; compare the English term “secondhand.”

          

          
            9f In their own domain, biologists, too, raise the problem of the scale model: “Reduced size provides a means for evolutionary bridges between distinct morphological arrangements—bridges that it is impossible for larger organisms to build” (J. Hanken, “Small Wonders: For Some Species, Reduced Size Is the Key for Survival,” The Sciences [September–October 1986]: 43). Note added 2005–6.

          

          
            10f Pursuing this analysis, we could define nonfigurative painting by two characteristics. One, which it shares with “easel” painting, consists of a total rejection of the contingency of purpose: the painting is not made for a particular end. The other characteristic, which is distinctive to nonfigurative painting, consists of a methodical exploitation of the contingency of execution, which is supposed to serve as the painting’s pretext or external occasion. Nonfigurative painting adopts “styles” as “subjects”; it claims to give a concrete representation of the formal conditions of all painting. Paradoxically, the result is that nonfigurative painting does not create, as it believes, works that are as real as—if not more real than—the objects of the physical world, but rather realistic imitations of nonexistent models. It is a school of academic painting in which each artist strives mightily to represent the way he would execute his pictures if, by chance, he should happen to paint any.

          

          
            11f See below, p. 224n.

          

        

      
      
        CHAPTER TWO

        
          
            1f Among the Fulani: plants with vertical trunks, climbing plants, creeping plants, subdivided respectively into plants with or without thorns, with or without bark, with or without fruit (Hampaté Ba and Dieterlen, 23). For a tripartite classification of the same type in the Philippines, compare Conklin 1, 92–94; and in Brazil, among the Bororo (“trees” = earth; “lianas” = air; “swamp grasses” = water), compare Colbacchini and Albisetti, 202.

          

          
            2f Unlike the Canela of Brazil, who, “in every case we could verify, proved to be informed about sexual dimorphism” (Vanzolini, 170).

          

          
            3f In ancient Mexico, too, Artemisia seems to have had a feminine connotation, since women put it on to dance in the June festivals in honor of the goddess Huixtocihuatl (Reko, 39, 75; Anderson and Dibble, 88–89). For Nahuatl ethnobiology, compare Paso y Troncoso.

          

          
            4f As far back as their traditions go, the Hidatsa always seem to have lived in different parts of the state of North Dakota. As for the wolverine, “it is a circumpolar species belonging to the northern forested areas of both continents. In North America it formerly ranged from the northern tree line south to New England and New York, and down the Rocky Mountains to Colorado, and down the Sierra Nevada to near Mount Whitney, California” (Nelson, 428). The common wolverine was to be found “from the Arctic Ocean and Baffin Bay southward and from the Pacific to the Atlantic, reaching the extreme north-eastern United States, Wisconsin, Michigan, Minnesota, North Dakota, and down the Rocky Mountains into Utah and Colorado” (Anthony, 111–12). Animals that are probably of the same species have been observed in the mountains of California and in Fort Union, North Dakota (Anthony, 113).

          

          
            5f “Among the Winnebago, a number of other Siouan, and Central Algonquian tribes, there was a fivefold classification; earth animals, sky animals, empyrean animals, aquatic animals, and subaquatic animals. Among the Winnebago the thunderbird belongs to the empyrean; the eagle, hawk, and pigeon, to the sky; the bear and wolf, to the earth; the fish, to the water; and the waterspirit, below the water” (Radin 1, 186).

          

          
            6f Here I reproduce some pages from a text destined for the Mélanges Alexandre Koyré.17

          

          
            7f An interpretation has been suggested for an analogous distinction in an African tribe: “God is the father of the greater spirits of the air, and the lesser of them are said to be children of his sons, of his lineage. The totemic spirits are often said to be children of his daughters, that is, they are not of his lineage, which is the Nuer way of placing them yet lower in the spiritual scale” (Evans-Pritchard 2, 119).

          

          
            8f And not only the squirrel: “The greatest danger threatening pregnant women comes from animals that live in or are captured in any kind of hole (in the earth or in trees), to the point that one can speak of a real horror vacui. Were such an animal to be eaten, the child too might want to remain in its hole, ‘in the belly,’ and a difficult birth is to be expected. Accordingly, during this time the parents must not take any birds’ nests that are made in the hollows of trees, and one of my employees, who had made a woman pregnant, categorically refused to make me a model of a loaf of cassava since there would have to be a hole in it” (Tessmann, 193).

          

          
            9f “The members of the [snake] sept . . . worship anthills, which are the homes of snakes” (Thurston, 7:176). The same is found in New Guinea, where certain types of plants, as well as their animal and plant parasites, are thought “to belong to the same mythical and totemic ensemble” (Wirz, 21).

          

          
            10f As in China, where white is the color of mourning, red that of marriage.

          

        

      
      
        CHAPTER THREE

        
          
            1f The fact is confirmed by Ivens, 269–70, who proposes a slightly different interpretation. Nevertheless, this author cites other prohibitions originating in the reincarnation of an ancestor. Compare pp. 272, 468, and passim. Compare also C. E. Fox for beliefs of the same type at San Cristoval.

          

          
            2f For this form of graphic representation, in the shape of a torus, I am grateful to my colleague G. T. Guilbaud.

          

          
            3f Among the Aranda, “there was no set order of any kind . . . each separate ceremony is the property of some special individual”; but among the Warramunga, ceremonies are performed “in regular order . . . A, B, C, D” (Spencer and Gillen, 192–93).

          

          
            4f See below, pp. 268–69.

          

          
            5f As in many Indian tribes, in which the interdiction on pronouncing the name of an in-law extends to all the words of which the name is composed. See below, p. 199.

          

          
            6f With the exception of the northern parts, to be sure; and they were not without contact with the rest of the continent. The formula thus has only a relative value.

          

          
            7f In fact, societies called “totemic” also practice anatomical dividing-up, but they use it to make secondary distinctions: those of subgroups within groups, or of individuals within a group. There is, therefore, no incompatability between the two ways of cutting-up; what should be taken as meaningful is, rather, their respective places in a logical hierarchy. I will return to this below; compare pp. 197–98. If, as G. Dieterlen indicates (6), the Dogon see a correspondence between their totems and the body parts of a sacrificed ancestor, it is by applying a classificatory system that is intertribal in scope. Consequently, the totemic groupings within each tribe, designated through correspondence with body parts, are in fact already second-level units.

          

          
            8f For a particularly telling South American example, see Henry, 146.22

          

        

      
      
        CHAPTER FOUR

        
          
            1f Similarly in Taiwan: “May our food never disappear! May the food of the young people of other villages become bad and bitter! . . . May our food never disappear!” (Alain Rocher, Les Figures de l’origine dans la mythologie japonaise, diss., Université Stendhal, Grenoble III, 1988, 3:137). Note added 2005–6.

          

          
            2f See below, pp. 255–56.4

          

          
            3f Rightly or wrongly, Radcliffe-Brown (3, 32–33) treats Nandi kinship as an Omaha system.6

          

          
            4f An unexpected precursor: “There are as many diverse species of humans as there are diverse species of animals, and men are, with regard to other men, what different species of animals are among themselves and with regard to each other” (La Rochefoucauld, Maximes, suivies des Réflexions diverses [Paris: Garnier, 1967], 203). Note added 2005–6.8

          

          
            5f It might perhaps be objected that in the work cited above (Lévi-Strauss 6), I attacked the idea that totemism could be interpreted on the basis of a direct analogy between human groups and natural species. But this criticism was directed against a theory formulated by ethnologists, while here it is a question of an indigenous theory—explicit or implicit—that, precisely, corresponds to institutions that ethnologists would refuse to class as totemic.

          

          
            6f Of the “clan divinities” of the Dinka—which earlier authors would unhesitatingly have called totems—we read: “few are of any dietetic importance, and where they are the respect paid to them may yet permit them to be eaten.” Thus, members of the Giraffe clan judge that they may consume the meat of this animal, on the condition of not spilling its blood (Lienhardt, 114–15).

          

          
            7f Honoré de Balzac, Louis Lambert, in Oeuvres complètes, Bibliothèque de la Pléiade, 10:196.

          

          
            8f The example of the Ashanti, where the son inherits the food prohibitions of the father and the daughter those of the mother, also suggests that the spirit of such systems is more “logical” than “genealogical.”

          

        

      
      
        CHAPTER FIVE

        
          
            1f Just as false, by the way, in the case of animals as in that of man: the efforts to establish natural parks in Africa, meant for the preservation of endangered species, run into the difficulty that even if the acreage of pasture land is sufficient, the animals use it only as a short-term residence, and go very far outside the limits of the reserve in search of grasses that are richer in proteins than those of the meadows one seeks to impose on them for the simplistic reason that they are big enough (Grzimek, 20). Thus, it is not grass, but the difference among species of grass, that interests the herbivore . . .4

          

          
            2f Of which only 500 to 600 are comestible (Conklin 1, 184) and 406 of purely medicinal use (240). These 1,625 types, grouped by indigenous thought into 890 categories, correspond, for biological science, to 650 genera and around 1,100 distinct species (162–63).

          

          
            3f I must take responsibility for this interpretation, which is not found in the texts.

          

          
            4f For an analogous spatio-temporal system in the same region, compare Diamond.

          

          
            5f The officiant is painted red, “to express his craving that through the sun his life may be made fruitful and that he may be blessed with a long line of descendants.” When his entire body has been painted red, a dark line is drawn on his face, “running upward from one cheek to the forehead . . . then downward to the middle of the other cheek. This line represents the dark horizon line of the earth, and is called . . . a snare, or an enclosure into which all life is drawn and held captive” (La Flesche 3, 73).

          

          
            6f The shy behavior of the deer is due to its having no gall bladder (La Flesche 3, 57). Its role is twofold: as food, its meat is considered the most regular source of animal food, comparable in this respect to the vegetable food coming from four essential plants: Nelumbo lutea, Apios apios, Sagittaria latifolia, Falcata comosa. The deer and these four plants are the very foundation of the life of the tribe, and the first duty of warriors is to defend the territories where they are found (La Flesche 3, 129–30). In addition, the deer has a cultural role: its body provides the sinew used by women for sewing, and by men for fastening the feathers to their arrows (La Flesche 3, 322).—I use the word “deer” (cerf) for convenience. The American term deer in fact covers several species of Cervidae, smaller in size than what are called elk or wapiti, and not always easy to identify in the texts of myths. The English term moose designates what is called the élan américain or orignal in French. Note added 2005–6.

          

          
            7f See above, pp. 78–79.

          

          
            8f “An Osage said to the author, ‘We do not believe that our ancestors were really animals, birds, etc., as told in traditions. These things are only wa-wi’-ku-ska’-ye (symbols) of something higher’” (J. O. Dorsey 1, 396).

          

          
            9f Considered separately, in their constituent parts and their respective relationships with the environment, a suburban villa and a castle are syntagmatic sets. Their elements maintain relations of contiguity with each other: container and content, cause and effect, ends and means, and so on. What Mr. Wemmick of Great Expectations undertook and carried out as a bricoleur (compare above, p. 20) consisted of the establishment of paradigmatic relations between the elements of these two chains: to signify his dwelling, he can choose between villa and castle; to signify a water feature, between a pond and a moat; to signify the entranceway, between steps and drawbridge; to signify his lettuce, between salad and food reserves. How did he manage it?

            It is clear, to begin with, that his castle is a scale model: not a real castle, but a castle signified by disguises and adjustments that function as symbols. Indeed, if through these transformations he has not acquired a real castle, he has well and truly lost a real villa, since his fantasy binds him to multiple servitudes. In the site where he dwells as a bourgeois, his domestic life becomes a succession of ritual acts, the precise repetition of which serves to promote, as the only reality, the paradigmatic relations between two equally unreal syntagmatic chains: that of the castle, which never existed, and that of the villa, which has been sacrificed. The first aspect of bricolage is thus to construct a system of paradigms out of the fragments of syntagmatic chains.

            But the inverse is equally true; for Mr Wemmick’s castle takes on a real value because of the deafness of his old father. Normally a castle is provided with cannons; and his father’s ears are so blocked that only the sound of a cannon can reach them. Because of this paternal infirmity, the initial syntagmatic chain, that of the villa, was effectively broken. Dwelling alone together, the father and the son lived in juxtaposition, with no connection possible between them. All the villa needed was to turn into a castle for the cannon, fired every evening at nine o’clock, to establish an effective form of communication. In this way a new syntagmatic chain results from the system of paradigmatic relations. A practical problem is solved: that of communication between the residents of the villa; but due to a complete reorganization of the real and the imaginary, in which metaphors take on a metonymic vocation and vice versa.

          

          
            10f “It appears that a totem may be any enduring element of the physical or mental environment, either unique conceptual entities, or, more frequently, classes or species of things, activities, states, or qualities which are constantly recurring and are thus considered to be perdurable” (Sharp, 69).

          

          
            11f As the Lovedu of South Africa say: “The ideal is to return home, for ‘The only place one never returns to is the womb’ . . .” (Krige and Krige, 323).

          

        

      
      
        CHAPTER SIX

        
          
            1f But to convince oneself that these two notions have value only as limiting cases, it is enough to take in this disillusioned reflection of one of the champions of a purely historical ethnology: “The present state of Zande clans and that of their totemic affiliations can only be understood in the light of the political development of Zande society, even though it can be for us only a glimmering light. Hundreds of thousands of people of different ethnic origin all jumbled up—the ethnologist in Africa may sometimes sigh for some neat little Polynesian or Melanesian island community!” (Evans-Pritchard 2, 121).

          

          
            2f In support of considerations that were presented above (pp. 73–74), I should note that it is likely the same behavior that suggests entirely different associations to the American Indians and to the Chinese. In fact, the Chinese attribute aphrodisiac virtues to the flesh of the Phrynosoma or to wine in which it has been crushed, because the male embraces the female so rigorously during copulation that he does not let her go when they are captured in this position (Van Gulik 2, 286n2).

          

          
            3f For ideas very close to these among the Papago, compare Densmore 1.

          

          
            4f Among the Wik Munkan, a dog will be called Yatut, “Extracting the bones of the bonefish,” if his master is of the Bonefish clan, or Owun, “Illicit meeting,” if his master is of the Ghost clan (Thomson, 162).

          

          
            5f So in America we note the equivalences: horns (quadrupeds) = eyestalks (molluscs) = antennae (arthropods); penis (vertebrates) = siphon (molluscs); blood (animals) = juice (plants); slobber (of a baby) = saliva (of an adult) = slime; byssus filaments of the mussel = tie, string, and so on (Harrington, 297).

          

          
            6f Everything except for the being of being, which is not one of its properties. See below, p. 291.

          

          
            7f Other examples will be found in Elmendorf and Kroeber (1960), which was not available to me at the time of writing these pages.

          

          
            8f Cooke gives an analytic classification of some 1,500 Iroquois proper names.

          

          
            9f The rule recalls that of the tribes of Cherburg, in Queensland, Australia. Each individual has three names, the first based on the totemic home of the bearer, the two others on the paternal totem, even though totemic affiliation is passed down in the maternal line. So a woman whose personal totem is the opossum is named Butilbaru (the name of a certain sandy creek-bed), as well as two names derived from her paternal totem—in this case, the emu—meaning “Emu moves his neck this way and that” and “Old emu walking up and down.” The son of an opossum father is called “Karingo” (the name of a little freshwater spring), Myndibambu (“The ‘possum’ when his chest is split up”), and Mynwhagala (“‘Possum’ up the tree now down”), and so forth (Kelly, 468).

          

          
            10f “Parents choose the names of their children . . . and scientists have often honored their colleagues by giving their names to discoveries. But often this act was not an arbitrary choice. The parents were guided by social and religious traditions, the scientists by a right of priority; each reveals by his choice the character of his concerns and the limits of his horizon” (Brøndal, 230).

          

          
            11f Two terms among the Mayan-speaking Lacandon of Mexico, who form names using a binomial made up of an animal name and an ordinal name (Tozzer, 42–43 and 46–47).

          

        

      
      
        CHAPTER SEVEN

        
          
            1f To avoid the use of personal names, the Yurok of California have conceived a system of appellations based on a root corresponding to the place of residence—settlement or house—with a suffix, different for men and for women, indicating marital status. A man is named after his wife’s natal home, a woman after her husband’s. Depending on the suffix, the name indicates whether it is a patrilocal marriage by purchase, a matrilocal marriage, or a free union; whether the marriage has been dissolved by death, separation, and so on. Other affixes figuring in the names of children and the unmarried indicate the natal place of the living or dead mother or the dead father. Thus, the only names that are used are of the following types: Married to a woman from ——; Married to a man from ——; Has a “half”-husband in her natal home at ——; Is “half”-married to a woman from ——; Widower belonging to ——; Divorced from a woman (or man) of ——; Woman of —— who is letting a man live with her, maintains a lover, or has bastard children; Father was from ——; His, her dead mother was from ——; Bachelor, unmarried adult man, of ——; and so on (Waterman, 214–18; Kroeber in Elmendorf and Kroeber, 372–74n1).

          

          
            2f The result is that, unlike for systems of positions, which are manifestly discontinuous in nature, systems of relations are to be found, rather, on the side of the continuous. Another Penan practice shows this clearly, even though Needham (2), who also reported it, disavows an interpretation that seems very plausible to us. Among members of the same immediate family, the reciprocal appellations “grandparent” and “grandchild” replace the usual and closer forms when one member of the pair is in a state of mourning. Isn’t this because the person in mourning is thought to be shifted to some degree in the direction of death, and so further away than he had been from his closest kin? From the fact of the death, the meshes of the web of kinship become looser. Needham resists admitting this, because he sees several problems where in fact there is only one: the mourner does not call a son, a daughter, a nephew or niece or their spouse “grandchild” because the same state of mourning affects them directly or indirectly, but by way of reciprocity plain and simple. All the examples cited by Needham confirm this, except that of the small child who is the victim of a slight mishap (a fall, a blow, food snatched by a dog), who in this situation is called by the necronym usually reserved for those who have lost a grandparent. But the proposed interpretation covers this case as well, since the child is metaphorically in mourning because of the unhappy event he has suffered, and since due to his tender years even a trivial injury to his real integrity (a fall) or his virtual integrity (loss of food) is enough to shift him, however little, toward the side of death.

          

          
            3f In the Fox myth of the origin of death, the mourner is told: “Now this is what you are to do. You must always release each other (i. e., hold an adoption feast). Then the soul of the dead will safely and speedily go yonder. You must adopt some one. And you must think exactly the same of whomever you adopt as you thought of your relative who died. You must think exactly that toward them. And you will be related to him exactly (as you were to the dead). That is the only way the soul of your relative may depart safely and speedily” (Michelson 1, 411). This text eloquently expresses that, in this case too, the living drive out the dead.

          

          
            4f See p. 199.

          

          
            5f It is highly significant that even a series as limited and simple as this includes terms belonging to different logical levels. “Pierrot” can be a class indicator, since one may say, “There are three Pierrots on the balcony.” But “Godard” is a term of address. As the author of the article on “Godard” in the Encyclopédie de Trevoux (1732 edition) puts it beautifully: “Godard is the name given to swans. It is said when one calls them, when one wants them to come, Godard, Godard; come Godard come. Here Godard.” Jacquot and perhaps Margot seem to have an intermediate role. On human proper names given to birds, compare Rolland 1, vol. 2.

          

          
            6f “From the point of view of eternity, the particular species of plants and animals and simple bodies are unica of the same nature as, for example, Sirius or Napoleon” (Brøndal, 230).

          

          
            7f Compare above, p. 132. This interpretation is confirmed in contrario by the cases of animals that also receive human first names, even though they are not birds: Jean Lapin [Rabbit], Robin Mouton [Sheep], Bernard (or Martin) l’Âne [Donkey], Pierre (or Alain) le Renard [Fox], Martin l’Ours [Bear], and so on (Sébillot, 2:97, 3:19–20). In fact, these animals do not form a natural series: some are domestic, others wild; some are herbivores, others carnivores; some are beloved (or scorned), others feared . . . We are dealing, then, with an artificial system, formed on the basis of characteristic oppositions among different temperaments and ways of living, and moving toward a metaphoric reconstruction, within the animal kingdom, of a miniature model of human society: a procedure of which the Roman de Renart offers a characteristic illustration.5

          

          
            8f Compare above, p. 189; and even less to do as the Dayak do, and name humans after dogs: father (or mother) of such-and-such a dog . . . (Geddes).

          

          
            9f “The Sound Indians . . . give names to their dogs, but not to their horses except the descriptive ones arising from color” (G. Gibbs, in Contributions to North American Ethnology, 1:211). On the contrary, the Thompson Indians willingly give their horses the names of persons, but prefer to give descriptive names to their dogs (J. A. Teit, The Thompson Indians of British Columbia, Memoirs of the American Museum of Natural History 2 [1900], 292). Note added 2005–6.

          

          
            10f This book was already completed when M. Maurice Houis very kindly called my attention to the work of Victor Larock, Essai sur la valeur sacrée et la valeur sociale des noms de personnes dans les sociétés inférieures (Paris: E. Leroux, 1932). Although I did not make use of it, since it takes a fairly different perspective from my own, it seemed unfair not to mention and so pay homage to this first attempt to interpret personal names from an ethnographic point of view.

          

          
            11f Compare above, pp. 225–26.

          

          
            12f In Japan, in 1690, the use of the Crane as the crest of the Ichimura-za theater became taboo because the word for Crane (tsuru) had been used by the shogun Tsunayoshi in the name of his daughter Tsuruhime (D. H. Shively, “The Social Environment of Tokugawa Kabuki,” in James R. Brandon, William P. Malm, and Donald H. Shively, Studies in Kabuki [Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1978], 56n20). Note added 2005–6.

          

          
            13f This tendency is already apparent in the folk tradition, which, when it attributes human first names to certain flowers, generally inserts them into a phrase: “Beau Nicolas” for the rose campion, “Marie Cancale” for the corn-cockle, “Joseph Foireux” for the ragged-robin, and so on (Rolland 2, vol. 2). For English, “Jack-in-the-pulpit,” “Jack-behind-the-garden-gate,” and so on.10

          

          
            14f Compare above, pp. 207–8.

          

          
            15f Note the inversion of the cycle with respect to the Tiwi system. With us, the cycle goes from ordinary language to proper name, from proper name to the “sacred” language, to return in the end to ordinary language. This is the language that provides the common noun “rose,” which first becomes “Rose,” a feminine first name, then returns to ordinary language by the intermediary of sacred language, in the form “Princess Margaret Rose,” naming a variety of rose for which (if the flower is a success) this will soon be the common noun.11

          

          
            16f “Heraclitus said that man’s personality is his demon” (Stobaeus, in Les Présocratiques, Pléiade edition, p. 173).12

          

          
            17f Even Vercingetorix, who, for Gardiner, is a perfect example of the “embodied” name. Without offering a hypothesis on Vercingetorix’s place in the naming system of the Gauls, it is clear that for us the name designates the warrior of ancient times who bore an exclusive and curious-sounding name and who is neither Attila, nor Genseric, nor Jugurtha, nor Genghis Khan . . . As for Popocatapetl, another example dear to Gardiner’s heart, any schoolboy, even one ignorant of geography, knows that this name is part of a class that also includes Titicaca. One classes as best one can, but one classes.

          

          
            18f And sometimes the natural scientist himself, when he rises to a certain level of abstraction: “In this highest level process, species become analogous to individuals, and speciation replaces reproduction” (S. M. Stanley, “A Theory of Evolution above the Species Level,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the U.S.A. 72, no. 2 [February 1975]: 646–50). Note added 2005–6.

          

        

      
      
        CHAPTER EIGHT

        
          
            1f See above, pp. 189–90.

          

          
            2f Compare pp. 16–17.

          

          
            3f The reader of earlier editions will observe that these pages have been thoroughly rewritten. An attention bearing too exclusively on the Cours de philosophie positive had led me to formulate unfounded criticisms of Comte. The Système de politique positive and the Synthèse subjective, carefully read since then, demonstrate that for the mature Comte, fetishism does not belong exclusively to the time of origins, since it is with the advent of positivism that it will reclaim its authority. Credit for the idea, put forward at the end of this book, that the process of knowing takes on the character of a closed system, incontestably goes to Comte. Note added 2005–6.

          

          
            4f To invoke the gods, oak leaves were used, “for they had no white barley, of which there was no more,” and “since there was no more wine for the libations, they sprinkled water on the roasting meats” (Odyssey, 12.356–64; from the translation by Victor Bérard [Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1924]). Note added 2005–6.

          

          
            5f Compare above, pp. 60–61.

          

          
            6f The Indians of eastern Canada do not eat deer meat while they are hunting deer, nor trout during trout-fishing season (Jenness 1, 60). Thus, they consume only when they do not kill, and they only kill when they are not consuming. The reciprocity between man and the animal species is of the same type as that which, in certain Australian tribes, is established between two groups of men, the occasion for which is provided by a natural species. In contrast, in Canada it is a diachronic reciprocity, and not a synchronic one as in Australia. The same difference also appears among the Pueblo of the Keresan group: “Each year the teraikatsi [wilderness chief] would select a few wild plant foods and game animals upon which they would concentrate their efforts to bring forth an abundance. They would alter the list of plants and animals somewhat from year to year” (L. A. White, 306). This is certainly an Intichiuma, but placed on the axis of successivity instead of the axis of simultaneity.

          

          
            7f Firth (2) has recently published more complete versions of the Tikopia myth.

          

          
            8f Compare above, pp. 75–79.

          

          
            9f Certainly, some forms of totemism are not hereditary in the strict sense; but even in these cases, the system has concrete men as its support.

          

          
            10f At the beginning of a recent study, Georges Balandier announces with great fanfare that it is high time for the social sciences to “grasp society in its actual life and in its changes.” After which he describes, in a very pertinent way as it happens, institutions with the goal, according to his own words, of “grouping together” lineages threatened with dispersion; “correcting” their fractioning; “recalling” their solidarity; “establishing” communication with the ancestors; “preventing members who have disconnected from the clan from becoming strangers to each other”; providing “an instrument to protect against conflicts”; “controlling” and “mastering” antagonisms and misfortunes, by means of a “minutely regulated” ritual that is “a factor reinforcing the social and political structures.” We have no difficulty in agreeing with him, while doubting whether he himself agrees with his own premises when, after starting out by denying that these institutions are based on “logical relations” and “fixed structures” (23), he recognizes that in fact they demonstrate “the prevalence of the traditional social logic” (33) and that “over a long period, the classic system thus reveals a surprising capacity for ‘assimilation’” (34). There is nothing “suprising” in all this but the author’s own surprise.

          

          
            11f Compare above, p. 92.

          

          
            12f Compare above, pp. 168–69. “There is no single chief ruling an entire Indian tribe, but a chief in every band; similarly there is no single boss for every species of animal or plant, but a boss in each locality. The bosses are always larger than the other plants and animals of their kind, and in the case of birds, fish and animals, always white. Now and then the Indians see and kill them, but generally they keep out of sight of human beings. They are like the government in Ottawa, one old Indian remarked. An ordinary Indian can never see the ‘government.’ He is sent from one office to another, is introduced to this man and to that, each of whom sometimes claims to be the ‘boss’; but he never sees the real government, who keeps himself hidden” (Jenness 1, 61).

          

          
            13f “In themselves, the churinga are objects of wood and stone like all others” (Durkheim, 144).

          

        

      
      
        CHAPTER NINE

        
          
            1f The opposition between nature and culture on which I formerly insisted (Lévi-Strauss 1, chaps. 1 and 2), seems to me today to offer a value that is above all methodological.

          

          
            2f “Social phenomena, as human phenomena, are no doubt included among physiological phenomena. But although for this reason social physics must necessarily take its point of departure in individual physiology . . . it must nevertheless be conceived and cultivated as a wholly distinct science, because of the progressive influence of human generations on one other” (Comte, “Philosophical Considerations on the Sciences and Scientists” [1825], in Comte, Early Political Writings, translated by H. S. Jones [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998], 159, note d). Note added 2005–6.

          

          
            3f This is the case even for mathematical truths, of which, however, a contemporary logician writes: “Today we may almost consider the common opinion of mathematicians the idea that the statements of pure mathematics express nothing about reality” (Heyting, 71). But the statements of mathematics do at least reflect the free functioning of the mind, that is, the activity of the cells of the cerebral cortex, relatively liberated from any external constraint, and following only their own laws. Since the mind, too, is a thing, the functioning of this thing teaches us about the nature of things: even pure reflection comes down to an interiorization of the cosmos. In a symbolic form, it illustrates the structure of what lies outside: “Logic and logistics are empirical sciences belonging to ethnography rather than psychology” (Beth, 151).

          

          
            4f Precisely because all these aspects of wild thought are found in Sartre’s philosophy, the latter seems incapable to me of judging the former: from the simple fact that it offers the equivalent, this philosophy excludes wild thought. For the ethnologist, on the contrary, this philosophy (like all others) represents an ethnographic document of the first order, which must be studied if we hope to understand the mythology of our own times.

          

          
            5f Of course, Sartre’s partisans will say. But his whole enterprise shows that if the subjectivity of history-for-me can be replaced by the objectivity of history-for-us, the “me” still cannot be converted into “us” without condemning this “us” to being a “me” squared, itself hermetically sealed off from other “us.” The price paid for the illusion of having overcome the insoluble antinomy (insoluble in this kind of system) between the ego and the other consists in the historical consciousness assigning the metaphysical function of the other to the Papuans. Reducing these to the status of means, just right for satisfying its philosophical appetite, historical reason indulges in a sort of intellectual cannibalism that, in the eyes of the ethnographer, is much more revolting than the other kind.

          

          
            6f In this sense, too, we can speak of an antinomy in historical knowledge: if the goal of this knowledge is to reach the continuum, this is impossible because it is condemned to an infinite regress; but to make it possible, events have to be quantified, and from this point temporality is abolished as the privileged dimension of historical knowledge, because every event, once it is quantified, can for all practical purposes be treated as a choice among preexisting possibilities.

          

          
            7f Each domain of history is circumscribed in relation to that of immediately inferior rank, inscribed in relation to that of higher rank. This shows that each weak history of an inscribed domain is complementary to the powerful history of a circumscribed domain, and contradictory to the weak history of this same domain (in that it is itself an inscribed domain). Each history, then, is accompanied by an indeterminate number of antihistories, each of which is complementary to the others: to a history of rank 1 corresponds an antihistory of rank 2, and so forth. The progress of knowledge and the creation of new sciences take place through the generation of antihistories, which show that a certain order, the only one possible on a given plane, is no longer so on another plane. The antihistory of the French Revolution imagined by Gobineau is contradictory on the plane on which the revolution had been thought before him; it becomes logically conceivable (which does not mean that it is true) if we put ourselves on another plane—one that, by the way, Gobineau chose clumsily—that is, on the condition of passing from a history of “annual” or “secular” (and also political, social, and ideological) rank to a history of “millennial” or “multimillennial” (and also cultural and anthropological) rank; a procedure that was not invented by Gobineau, and that could be called the “Boulainvilliers transformation.”21

          

          
            8f p. 275.

          

          
            9f The documentalist neither refuses nor questions the substance of the works he is analyzing in the process of identifying the constituent units of his code or to adapt these units, either by combining them or if necessary by decomposing them into finer units. In this sense, he treats authors as gods whose revelations have been written down on paper instead of being inscribed in beings and things, but still presenting the same sacred value that comes from their supremely meaningful character, which one cannot, hypothetically, avoid acknowledging in both cases, whether for methodological or ontological reasons.28

          

        

      
      
        APPENDIX

        
          
            1f Citations from E. Rolland, Flore populaire, 11 vols. (Paris, 1897–1914), 2:179–81.
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