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Abstract

This book includes 14 contributions to the study of structuralism
as a historical current in the history of European ideas and more
particularly in the study of language. The studies combine to con-
textualize structuralism in both its unity and its diversity, hence
the title.

In the first section, the reader is introduced to the broader can-
vas of disciplines and competing ideas surrounding structuralism.
From Claude Lévi-Strauss’s anthropological structuralism, via the
philosophical Vienna Circle of logical empiricists we arrive at a
sustained juxtaposition of structuralism and phenomenology in
various guises: Are they really so incompatible? Finally, we get
answers to what separated the American version of structuralism
from the European mainstream and to various frequent questions
of what structuralism was, or rather was not.

The second section views structural linguistics from without and
investigates its legacy in relation to contemporary linguistics, ana-
lyzing its relationship to functionalism and its forerunners.

The third section explores structuralism from within, with particular
attention to a specific output: Louis Hjelmslev’s theory of glos-
sematics. This constitutes the focus from where the immediate past
within the Danish tradition is reanalyzed and its heritage for today’s
semiotics and linguistics is discussed.
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Structuralism as one,
structuralism as many

Lorenzo Cigana and Frans Gregersen
University of Copenhagen

The chapters assembled here originate as titles for planned contri-
butions for a symposium to be held at the Royal Academy of Sci-
ences and Letters entitled StructuralismS. The idea was to foster the
international discussion about the particular period in the history
of linguistics thought to be dominated by structuralist thinking
(roughly 1916-1957) by looking into differences between various
approaches to linguistics and furthermore to look at the influence
of this thinking on neighbouring sciences such as anthropology
and philosophy. The symposium was first planned for May 2020
and then had to be progressively postponed until we decided to
change its format altogether, collecting the different contributions
in a volume, i.e. this volume.

This volume may be seen as an instantiation of those efforts to-
wards a critical reappraisal of structuralism that characterize part of
contemporary research in the history of the language sciences and
philosophy (for an overview see Léon 2013). But such ‘reappraisal’
would probably be too limiting, the reason being that we are still
trying to reconstitute the debate around unsolved issues that be-
longed to the structural framework as such.

There is no need to reconstruct here the history of the term itself.
Suffice it to point to the publication of Ferdinand de Saussure’s
path breaking Cours de linguistique générale (1916), in which both a
number of key concepts and a specific perspective on the role of
the science of language were introduced. Originating with some of
the early proponents themselves, the history of the language sci-
ences has coined the term of structuralism to cover the broad trend
which succeeded Saussure. It is as such an umbrella-term, neither
invented by de Saussure nor prepared in the Cours. Nevertheless,
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it captured effectively various related schools or groups, focussed
on linguistics as the flagship leading the battle against both his-
toricism and atomistic thinking, while endorsing the adoption of
a uniform methodology as their main commonalities. Inciden-
tally, the label was so effective that the post-1960a reception felt
the need to reuse it in order to establish its own identity, viz. as
‘post-structuralism’.

The label is fraught with all kinds of paradoxes — from the most
patent ones, concerning its inadequacy vis-d-vis the variety of ap-
proaches it assembles under only one umbrella and yet capturing
eo ipso all those trends, including the more elaborate ones, high-
lighting that while the inadequacy of such a label is legitimately
addressed, it is rarely lamented about other scientific paradigms.
Aligning with one or the other facet of these paradoxes is often
equivalent to making a statement, yet to dismiss their relevance
would be tantamount to dismissing a part of the case-studies pre-
sented here. In fact, while it is safe to assume that those paradoxes
are an inescapable feature of any disciplinary label, it cannot be
denied that this problematization is particularly felt in the domain
of structural thinking — something that calls for an explanation.

Just to present one obvious example: Arguably the first structural
movement to appear on the scene was the Prague school which
soon became tied to a specific conceptualization of what is now
generally called phonology. The main names are of course Nikolai
S. Trubetzkoy (1890-1938) and Roman O. Jakobson (1896-1982),
both of whom we will hear more about in contributions below. Now,
it is a striking fact that both Trubetzkoy and Jakobson had serious
reservations about central Saussurean dogmas, notably the division
between diachrony and synchrony (cf. Jakobson 1976; Vilkou-Pous-
tovaia 2002). Furthermore, it is a central point in Laks and Gold-
smiths magisterial treatment of the Prague School as an incident in
the continuous Battles in the Mind Field (2019) that Trubetzkoy and
Jakobson did not agree on a number of important ideological points
(see Sériot 1999). Yet no one questions the definition of the Prague
school of linguistics as a significant structuralist trend. This would
seem once again to leave open the issue of what may then legiti-
mately be taken to be the defining characteristics of structuralism.
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While this issue is explicitly addressed in some contributions
presented below, it is also reflected both in the multifarious ways
in which the contributors refer to ‘structuralism’, and in the orga-
nization of the book itself, which in turn largely depends on the
different angles from which the issue is approached or just taken
for granted. Boudon (1968) is right in assuming that when we con-
sider the point to be only a matter of keywords, structuralism is
prestidigitation (“structuralisme magique”, 159) and he is surely
right in claiming that “les révolutions structuralistes datent, non
du moment ou on a compris que les langues, les personnalités, les
marches, les sociétés constituent des systémes, mais du moment ou
on a imaginé un outillage mental permettant d’analyser a I’aide de
théories scientifiques ces systemes en tant que systemes” (ibid.). Yet
keywords are important, as they reflect the need structuralists have
to identify themselves within a movement. Keywords are shortcuts,
but symptomatic ones.

More importantly, Boudon seems to forget that structuralism
almost never dealt with one or two terms only (‘system’ and ‘struc-
ture’) but built upon an interconnected network of ideas (structure,
system, associations, oppositions, form, substance): only consider-
ing one or two of these keywords we may too easily arrive at the
idea of a “structuralisme magique”.

The Ariadne thread through the labyrinth of sciences is from
the start and remains, patently /anguage in its broadest possible
sense. No surprise here, given the fact that this topic reverberated
across all disciplines between 1890 and 1960 through a series of
‘linguistic turns’ (see Hirschkopf 2019), thus constituting a feature
embedded in the structural Problemstellung itself. The centrality of
language has also to be read in connection with the role it was
deemed to play in how institutions — thus also scientific movements
— understand themselves. In other words, keywords and labels
that describe cultural or scientific paradigms are themselves too
considered ¢ffets du langage, with all the grammatical consequences
and stylistic paradoxes this brings along with it. So, using structur-
alism, either in singular and plural form, may appear as a statement
(and in many cases it indeed is), while this is hardly the case if
the adjective form is used, as in ‘structural linguistics’. That usage
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seems to encompass almost every kind of modern linguistics in a
huge ecumenical effort.

While not always reflecting an explicit take on the matter, these
nuances are more or less correlated to the heterogeneous stances
concerning the current status of the paradigm itself: Is it worth
continuing, maybe reforming - or is it in fact to be discarded alto-
gether? Or, the final option, is it so engrained in the way we think
language now that it is inescapable in some form or other? No
matter how readers have been inclined to think before embarking
on this volume, we believe they will have digested a healthy diet
of food for thought on precisely such matters, when they have
finished reading.

In order to establish some order, however arbitrary, to the con-
tributions to this volume, we have decided to divide the volume
into three sections, gradually descending from a first general level
towards one specific version of structuralism, viz. the theory bap-
tized glossematics, thought out by Louis Hjelmslev (1899-1965) in
a continuous dialogue with Hans Jorgen Uldall (1907-1957). In the
first general section, the emphasis is on the transdisciplinary nature
of structuralism as such, cutting through, as it were, the domains of
anthropology (Hastrup), philosophy, phenomenology and episte-
mology (Collin, Flack, Stjernfelt) and to American and European
linguistics seen as research traditions (Newmeyer, Joseph). This
section thus treats what Léon 2013 labels ‘generalized structural-
ism’. The next level concerns the narrower domain of linguistics,
in which the structural stance is analysed in contrast to other com-
peting models (Willems & Belligh, Harder, Basbgll). Finally, in the
third and last section, we use the first two sections as a backdrop
to contextualize a continuous discussion of one specific structrural
approach, viz. that of glossematics (Jergensen, Badir, Graffi, Cigana,
Jensen & Gregersen). This section treats structuralisms through the
lens of one of the arguably peripheral currents under the umbrella.
The treatment might result in a less peripheral status.

Section one thus contains reflections on structuralism at the most
general level. We have called it Structuralism from above.

Witin this section, Kirsten Hastrup analyses the oeuvre of the
French anthropological giant Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908—2009).

10
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She places her emphasis on the quest for grand theory and the ex-
plicit universalism of Lévi-Strauss’ version of structuralism, thereby
delivering another input to the above discussion. An interesting
perspective is that Hastrup notes the consistent marginalization of
the structuralism of Claude Lévi-Strauss both in contrast to other
versions of structuralism in anthropology and in the general intel-
lectual climate: The professional audience gradually lost interest in
the grand themes and the inspirations from both psychoanalysis
and Marxism.

In the next chapter, Finn Collin considers whether the logical
empiricism of the Vienna Circle may legitimately be seen as another
version of structuralism. Conventional wisdom would in a sentence
featuring both ‘structuralism’ and ‘philosophy’ quickly insert the
name of Louis Althusser (1918—-1990) or refer to the early work of
Michel Foucault (1926-1980). Yet Collin argues convincingly that
Rudolf Carnap (1891-1970) must be seen as the prototypical logical
empiricist and that his programme is thoroughly structuralist (and
anti-phenomenological) by stressing the abstract nature of science —
a holistic approach and the essential role of formal relations rather
than substances. Finally, the fervent anti-historicism of the Vienna
Circle reflects the common interests of the contemporary linguists
and the philosophical structuralists. We may add that Collin’s chap-
ter also highlights the mistrust of the ‘subjective’ so typical of both
logical empiricism and (at least certain strands of) structuralism.

Patrick Flack takes a diametrically opposed track by in the third
chapter detailing a number of meeting points in the quickly flow-
ing waters of history between the two currents of thought often
thought to be born enemies, viz. phenomenology and structuralism.
In Flack’s analysis the many meetings have resulted in challenges
to the conventional wisdom of both currents. An interesting third
party crops up in the discussion of one of them, viz. that of Tran Duc
Thao (1917-1993): Marxism. Flack’s chapter teaches us to be precise
when we use the notions of both structuralism and phenomenology
and arguably create a need of plurals for both terms.

Different ways of categorization are the pivot around which
Frederik Stjernfelt’s contribution revolves. He notes some striking
similarities between the ways researchers otherwise so different as

11
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the mathematician and philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce (1839—
1914), the founder of phenomenology Edmund Husserl (1859-1938),
the linguist Louis Hjelmslev (1899-1965) and the philosopher and
literary theoretician Roman Ingarden (1893-1970) developed their
theories of categories. Peirce and Husserl worked independently
but Ingarden was a pupil of Husserl and in constant dialogue with
his work while the possible influence of Husserl on Hjelmslev is
still a matter of debate. The four also differ somewhat in what they
categorize, and a question thus arises as to how dependent on the
substance categorized the systems are. For the theory of structur-
alism, Stjernfelt’s contribution once again questions how specific
it is and how fruitful it is to look at structuralism as a structuralist,
i.e. stressing its integrated wholistic character.

The two final chapters of this section may be read as complement-
ing each other. Frederick Newmeyer details the relationship between
the American structuralists and the European ones in a four de force
covering half a century. Again, we are struck by the fact that the
Prague school embodied in Roman Jakobson had such a precarious
yet important role in the reception of structuralist ideas in the USA.
Newmeyer successfully integrates the history of American linguistics
with the general history of the growing independence of American
universities and the new self-confidence in a specific American way,
also in matters linguistic. The result is that structuralism leads to
empiricism in the first half of the 20™ century while the so-called
Chomskyan revolution introduces a theoretical reorientation which
in many ways may be seen as ‘European’ although this very inter-
pretation was explicitly denied by Noam Chomsky (1928-) himself.

John E. Joseph directly addresses the issue of singular or plural
of structuralism in his treatment of what structuralism was and
is not. The list of negated propositions range from the notion of
subjecthood in structuralism to the alleged anti-historical nature of
the doctrine. What emerges from this treatment is that while lin-
guists labeled as structuralists diverge and that some of them have
been misunderstood or indeed ridiculed for views which were not
held neither by them nor by anyone else there is always some truth
hidden behind the negated propositions. This is not only the case
in the reception of structuralism in text books or pedagogical net

12
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pieces but also in some cases a consequence of polemical stances
taken by adversaries. This is particularly obvious in the reception by
American scholars from Paul Garvin (1919-1994) to Noam Chomsky
(1928-) of European structuralist works. Joseph’s paper thus com-
plements Newmeyer’s.

Section two, called Structuralism and other trends in linguistics jux-
taposes ‘structuralism’ and other kinds of linguistics. While it it is to
a certain degree true that structuralism became hegemonic at least
in the period between the world wars and until the global triumph
of Chomskyanism, core structuralist tenets seem now to be under
attack or to be reinvented or refurbished.

In order for their project to be carried through, Klaas Willems
and Thomas Belligh have to detail their understanding of struc-
turalism since they want to delineate the legacy of structuralism
in contemporary linguistics, notably both where the linguistic cur-
rents treated openly declare their reliance on structuralist research
and where the currents treated unwittingly builds on structuralist
concepts or methods. Willems and Belligh produce a list of five
characteristics that are essential for their project. We want here in
particular to highlight the notion of an intermediary level between
the traditional Saussurean dichotomy of langue and parole, viz. that
of norm. The analysis covers a vast field of linguistic disciplines
ranging from pragmatics to lexical semantics and grammar, espe-
cially cognitive grammar. Special focus is on the treatment of focus
constructions by e.g. Knud Lambrecht where the authors reveal the
less noticed structuralist roots. In their final section, the authors
invoke Hegel’s concept of Aufhebung as an approach to integrating
the heritage of past linguists into the practice of contemporary
linguists. It is striking that the next chapter tries to do just this.

Among the many traditions or schools which are treated in the
paper by Willems and Belligh we do not find Functional Grammar
as inspired originally by the work of the late Simon Dik (1940-1995).
Hence, the paper by Peter Harder may be seen as a logical com-
plement treating some of the same issues but precisely from that
vantage point, viz. from the Danish version of Functional Linguis-
tics which was equally inspired by Simon Dik and Louis Hjelmslev.
Harder shares the analysis of Willems and Belligh that there are

13
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more traces of structuralism to be found in modern linguistics than
meets the eye. Harder foregrounds the notion of function as the
motivation for structure but takes pains to explain that there is
no royal road from one to the other nor that all structure may be
explained by function. The characteristic move in Harder’s paper is
to explode the idea of autonomy, so dear to the early structuralists,
in order to embed language in a broader evolutionary perspective.
Whoever says ‘functionalism in linguistics’ usually goes on to
pronounce the name of André Martinet (1908-1999). Thus Marti-
net figures prominently in Harder’s contribution but he recurs in
a different capacity in the third paper of this section. Hans Basbgll
addresses the important question of delimiting structuralism from
what was before it in the history of linguistics. This is not a question
of finding the roots of Saussure’s thinking, but rather constitutes
a quest for the nuances that more or less sharply sets the structur-
alists off from previous linguists as a significant change instead
of an evolution. The cases treated in the paper are those of Otto
Jespersen (1860-1943), on the one hand, who clearly thought of
himself as someone who had propagated structuralist ideas before
they were known as such, and on the other hand the (at least ini-
tially) ardent follower of Prague phonology André Martinet. Otto
Jespersen makes his appearance also in the next section’s first paper.
Section three, Structuralism from within, contains five papers fo-
cussing on Glossematics as (one version of) structuralism.
Glossematics was the name Louis Hjelmslev (1899-1965) and his
brother in arms Hans Jorgen ‘John’ Uldall (1907-1957) adopted for
their general theory. What this theory is in fact a theory of, or for, is
at the core of several of the papers in this section. The first and the
two final papers are results of the research project INFRASTRUC-
TURALISM (2019—2023) generously financed by the Carlsberg
foundation — which incidentally may be one of the main reasons for
the existence of this book. The INFRASTRUCTURALISM project
has committed itself to making all the published and unpublished
papers and relevant letters of Louis Hjelmslev and his circle of
collaborators (Hans Jergen Uldall, Paul Diderichsen (1905-1964),
Eli Fischer-Jgrgensen (1911—-2010), Jens Holt (1904-1973), Francis
J. Whitfield (1916-1996), Harry Wett Frederiksen (1916-1974) and

14
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Henning Spang-Hanssen (1920-2002)), available for research in a
dedicated infrastructure complete with search facilities and a time-
line. We only mention these many names because the project is
based on the idea that although we may question whether Louis
Hjelmslev let himself be influenced by any other contemporary than
Hans Jorgen Uldall (this is actually one of the issues treated in the
contribution by Cigana), his ideas were received and transformed in
a group of like-minded linguists, arguably a general characteristic
of structuralist thought. This was the era of Circles.

Henrik Jgrgensen in his paper discusses Louis Hjelmslev’s back-
ground within the Danish schools of linguistics which preceded
him, and which dominated among his teachers at the University of
Copenhagen. Jgrgensen singles out the two giants in the generation
before Hjelmslev, Otto Jespersen and Holger Pedersen (1867-1953)
and takes his point of departure in the contrast between the two
obituaries Hjelmslev wrote of them. In a thorough discussion, Jor-
gensen applies a definition of structuralism to each of the giants’
ceuvre and the result is that Holger Pedersen exclusively belongs
to the long 19" century before the advent of structuralism whereas
Jespersen in a number of stated ways forebodes a structural ap-
proach without having a full-fledged general theory, at least not a
formalized one. Jorgensen’s paper obviously complements Basbgll’s
mentioned above.

Semiotics was the name of the science Saussure in a visionary
glimpse sketched out in the Cours (Saussure 1916 (1967), 33), a sci-
ence that would study the role of signs in society in general, placing
linguistics as just a specialized use of signs. Hjelmslev is credited
with being the linguist who opened the door fully to such a semi-
otics by his reflections on sign systems. Indeed one of three sugges-
tions for a first title for what was to end up as his Prolegomena (1963)
was ‘Sign systems’. Sémir Badir’s take on the traditional theme of
‘influence’ in the history of a discipline, here semiotics, in that he
neatly distinguishes between on the one hand ‘transmission’ and
‘heritage’ and on the other between ‘legacy’ and ‘descendants’.
Hjelmslev did not have any semioticians in his immediate circle
and thus he has influenced semiotics through his writings only.
But that legacy has been passed on. Badir outlines the legacy and

15
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studies the concepts inherited — and in the process reformed - by
the semioticians of three generations of French researchers. Badir’s
contribution both adds to the discussion of Hjelmslev and semi-
otics in Joseph’s chapter and details the reception of glossematics
in the Romance world thus complementing Graffi’s chapter which
comes next.

It is fascinating to follow the fate of glossematics in Italy as de-
tailed by Giorgio Graffi. Graffi neatly distinguishes three periods in
the history of reception, an initial period where glossematics (and
structuralism in general) was rejected in favour of the traditional
Italian historicist linguistics; a glory period in the post war years
and especially in the “age of translations”, i.e.1965-75 when most
of the structuralist canon became available in Italian; and finally
the age of abandonment - i.e. in favour of Chomskyan theoretical
linguistics. In bringing in the political environment, especially be-
fore the war, Graffi broaches a theme which John E. Joseph has also
brought up, the relationship between the fate of structuralism and
the political currents in which it is embedded. Was and is structur-
alism seen as politically progressive or not? Was and is structuralism
compatible with currents which are more openly political such as
Marxism, or not? It is not irrelevant in this connection that gener-
ative grammar was universally seen in the 1970s to be progressive,
primarily because of Noam Chomsky’s (1928-) involvement in the
anti-war demonstrations in Washington and his subsequent political
engagement.

One of the central concepts inherited by semioticians and lin-
guists alike is the concept of ‘connotation’. The concept in fact did
not originate with glossematics but it has passed into the history
of the disciplines of linguistics and semiotics via glossematics. Lo-
renzo Cigana in his chapter details the history and development
of the term. He shows that the concept originates in discussions
between Uldall and Hjelmslev in the early 1940s about how to
conceive the relationship between language and the non-linguistic
reality referred to. Gradually the concept is worked into Hjelmslev’s
semiotic theory and operationalized as ‘connotators’ which simul-
taneously may enable the linguist to analyze sentences from two
or more different languages as having the ‘same’ meaning (viz. by

16
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‘subtracting’ the connotator of belonging to two different linguistic
systems) and varieties within the same linguistic system belonging
to different genres, styles or dialects, pushing the analysis towards
progressively more concrete layers and entities. The analysis makes
use of the access to unpublished papers and correspondence which
has become possible with the new infrastructure of the project IN-
FRASTRUCTURALISM.

We have mentioned Roman Jakobson (1896-1982) above and
this towering figure of structuralism is scrutinized from the very
particular perspective of his unique relationship, i.e. that of collabo-
ration and competition, with Louis Hjelmslev in the paper by Viggo
Bank Jensen & Frans Gregersen. Hjelmslev (and later Hjelmslev and
Uldall) started out as collaborators, partaking in the phonological
movement. But soon, and the authors detail this development in
their paper, Hjelmslev and Uldall develop a markedly critical ap-
proach to the Praguians in general and Trubetzkoy in particular. The
paper illustrates what both collaboration and competition within
the structuralist movement entailed — both in terms of friendship
and the opposite, and in terms of theoretically diverging paths:
Jakobson branded Hjelmslev’s approach as “algebraic”; Hjelmslev
on the other hand, denounced the initial psychologism and what he
saw as a persistent transcendentalism of the Jakobsonian approach.

We are at the end of this introduction finally ready to offer at
least one defining characteristic for all the linguists singled out as
structuralists in the contributions assembled here. They all were
concerned with what also seemed to have sparked Ferdinand de
Saussure’s ruminations about general linguistics: The need for an
explicit meta-theory of language. We, however, more than a cen-
tury later than the appearance of the Cours, seem to live in a world
dominated by some version of inductivism, pace Karl Popper’s early
proof that a strict inductivism is untenable (Popper 1935). That
seems to leave preciously little space for general theory or general
theories. Structuralists present their own various solutions to this
eternal dilemma but they all agree in one respect: In order to see
empirical facts as such, we need a guiding theory. It goes without
saying, that theories should also be informed by what we see when
we do adopt a specific theoretical stance: Empirical work of course

17



STRUCTURALISM AS ONE, STRUCTURALISM AS MANY SCI.DAN.H. 8 - 21

informs both the structure and the content of theories. The various
structuralisms discussed in this book should be seen as offers for
such guiding theories, offers that remain very real, even today. The
contributions invite readers to reflect on what may genuinely be
seen as lasting insights and what may be discarded as a theoretical
cul de sac.

No definitive solution is offered in the volume to the issue of
whether structuralism was or is a single well-delimited paradigm
or a constellation of stances. As to the latter, we maintain that a
multifaceted description is not equal to fragmentation. Our take
on the matter is that structuralism can legitimately be considered
as both a ‘class-as-one’ and ‘a class-as-many’ (Hjelmslev 1943, 92),
thus as both equally justified perspectives that reflect structural-
ism’s possible unity ab externo, against earlier or coeval trends like
atomism, organicism or romantic idealism, and on the other hand its
diversity ab interno. Once we focus within the delimited boundaries
on the different methodological procedures and theoretical stances
that were maintained during its (unfinished?) history, we may reveal
hitherto hidden or forgotten treasures.

We wish to thank the Royal Academy for the original grant for
the symposium and now for agreeing to publish the papers in their
Series Humanistica. We also wish to thank the Ulla and Bgrge An-
dersen foundation for the grant given to the original symposium.
Last but not least, we wish to thank cordially our excellent panel
of reviewers for their meticulous and thought-provoking comments
on the contributions. They have improved every aspect of the col-
lection significantly.
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SECTION ONE: STRUCTURALISM FROM ABOVE

Claude Lévi-Strauss. Revisiting
Structuralism in Anthropology

Kirsten Hastrup
University of Copenhagen

Abstract. Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908—2009) was an anthropologist of his
own kind. He stumbled into the discipline as a young man, and gradually
became the leading figure of French anthropology. His work took off from
his own early fieldwork in Brazil (1935-39), and from the publications of
Emile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss, the founders of French anthropology.

During the Second World War, he lived in New York and found a new
source of inspiration in the collections of Native American tales and worl-
dviews, assembled by Franz Boas and his students. This moved him towards
a comprehensive work on myths, and to his claim that all societies, tribal
or modern, American, or not, were built upon the same structures. When

back in France, he turned to the work of Ferdinand de Saussure, Roman

JFacobson, and Nikolai Trubetzkoy, and structuralism entered anthropology.

Here it served to connect very different social organizations, landscapes,

and continents, seeing them as versions of a shared basic structure. Lévi-

Strauss’ comprehensive humanism remains important in contemporary
anthropology, even if ‘structuralism’ as such has faded.

Keywords: Classification, Myths, The Savage Mind, Environments,
Racism

1. Introduction

Structuralism came to anthropology via linguistics; there was suffi-
cient kinship between the two to make a transfer of ideas possible,
even if they would take a new turn when moving into other fields.
Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908—2009) was a keyperson in the process of
building up an anthropological version of structuralism, although
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different versions of structural anthropology were also to emerge.
Like other grand ideas it evolved through different disciplines and
different minds and continued to do so until it had dissipated into
new thought patterns. While never defining anthropology, being
always a wide-ranging field of thought, structuralism did invigorate
the discipline at a moment in world history, when it was no longer
possible to claim the ethnographic innocence that had glued to the
early decades of anthropological thinking. Lévi-Strauss very early
distinguished himself by his claim that anthropology has a special,
favoured place among the sciences.

The ethnographer, while in no wise abdicating his own humanity, strives
to know and estimate his fellowmen from a lofty and distant point of
vantage: only thus can he abstract them from the contingencies partic-
ular to this or that civilization. The conditions of his life and work cut
him off from his own group for long periods together; and he himself
acquires a kind of chronic uprootedness from the shear brutality of the
environmental challenges to which he is exposed. Never can he feel
himself ‘at home’ anywhere: he will always be, psychologically speaking,
an amputated man. Anthropology is, with music and mathematics, one
of the few true vocations; and the anthropologist may become aware
of it within himself before ever he has been taught it. (Lévi-Strauss

[1955] 1961, 58)

This view of anthropology as unique among the sciences by being
a true vocation provides an important sounding board for under-
standing Lévi-Strauss’ position in anthropology; he was admired
for his audacity in thinking, yet also strangely, and increasingly
marginalised from main-stream anthropology. He contributed to
important debates and introduced new vistas on the subject matter
of the discipline. His work invigorated anthropology in important
ways, yet his version of structuralism was on the edge of the disci-
pline — as generally perceived — and produced some antagonism.
Other versions emerged, less powerful and less radical, that would
gradually fold in onto themselves, while Lévi-Strauss persisted in
developing his grand structuralist thinking, increasingly on his own.
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2. The Anthropological Landscape

In early 20™ century there were three rather distinct schools of
anthropological thinking, represented by Franz Boas (1858-1942)
spearheading the American version, Emile Durkheim (1858-1917)
and Marcel Mauss (1872-1950) developing a French school, and
finally Arthur R. Radcliffe-Brown (1881-1955) and Bronislaw Ma-
linowski (1884-1942) assembling a British anthropology that grew
out of colonial interests on several continents. Together, these schol-
ars formatted a new anthropological field, building also upon obser-
vations by others, who had worked overseas before ‘ethnography’
or ‘anthropology’ had appeared in the vocabulary. While the new
generation spearheaded different schools of anthropological think-
ing, there was always a mutual interest — and a general acknowledge-
ment also of earlier writers, be they missionaries or naturalists. The
world had become one huge laboratory, opening up new intellectual
paths. Sustained anthropological fieldwork was an important part
of this often in the wake of missionaries, equally committed to a
long-term engagement with ‘other’ people and their environments.

Lévi-Strauss, our protagonist, began his studies in philosophy
but moved to anthropology for his doctorate, taking off from the
French intellectual milieu while also increasingly affected by the
early American ethnographic tradition. The latter was marked by
detailed empirical studies of native Americans in particular, while
also gradually looking towards other regions. When Lévi-Strauss
entered the anthropological scene, the founders had set their mark
on the discipline, and the world was undergoing rapid changes. New
tools for generalization and comparison had to be invented to match
new concerns. The work of the founders was often shaped by the
colonial interests of particular countries, expecting anthropologists
to unpack local social structures to facilitate relations. While keen
to do fieldwork in the colonies (their being accessible), the anthro-
pologists often went their own way intellectually, adding deeper
analysis to documentation, once they found themselves among the
people actually living there.

Lévi-Strauss’ vision of anthropology was originally influenced
by his compatriots, not least Marcel Mauss, who had worked on
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ethnographic material across continents (assembled by others) and
introduced comparative analysis of world-wide themes, like magic,
personhood, gifts, and habitus. Such generalising intellectual ambi-
tion differed from both British and American anthropology, where
individual fieldwork was increasingly seen as a necessary way of
entry to the discipline. While definitely an admirer of this practice,
Lévi-Strauss questioned the “idea that empirical observation of a
single society will make it possible to understand universal motiva-
tions”; here he speaks of Bronislaw Malinowski in particular, but
the statement has a general bearing (Lévi-Strauss [1958a:19] 1967b,
14). Lévi-Strauss suggests that all “the historian or ethnographer can
do, and all we can expect of either of them, is to enlarge a specific
experience to the dimensions of a more general one, which thereby
becomes accessible as experience to men of another country or an-
other epoch” (ibid.17). History and anthropology do not differ by
their subject, their goal or their method, but by their perspectives:
“History organizes its data in relation to conscious expressions of
social life, while anthropology proceeds by examining its uncon-
scious foundations” (ibid.19). The reference to the unconscious is
significant; no natives ever offer rational explanation of any custom
or institution.

When he is questioned, the native merely answers that things have
always been this way, that such was the command of the gods or the
teaching of the ancestors. Even when interpretations are offered, they
always have the character of rationalizations or secondary elaborations.
There is rarely any doubt that the unconscious reasons for practicing a
custom or sharing a belief are remote from the reasons given to justify

them. (Lévi-Strauss [1958a, 25] 1967b:19)

It is in the unspoken that we shall find the deeper structural order,
challenging any idea of a strictly empirical, localised anthropology.
The inspiration from psychoanalysis is obvious, and in some of Lévi-
Strauss’ essays on shamanism and sorcery, such as The Sorcerer and
his Magic, the link between the two points of view is made explicit
(Lévi-Strauss [1958c] 1967f). For him fieldwork was never a matter
of collecting facts, but of analysing them; as opposed to British
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empiricism and American hermeneutics, Lévi-Strauss took off in
rationalist philosophy.

Lévi-Strauss found inspiration in other disciplines, like linguis-
tics and psychology, or in other expressive genres, such as music
and myth, and of course in the field. His own first fieldwork took
place in Brazil in the mid 1930es, and while this was to set his
thinking in motion, his impressive oeuvre also drew heavily on
ethnographic material assembled by others, not least by American
ethnographers focussing on worldviews, myths, and stories of the
New World. The American interest was not only a result of his
work in Brazil but also of the years spent in New York as a refugee
from Europe during the Second World War. In New York he met
Franz Boas and his students and collaborators and gained access
to invaluable ethnographic reports on native Americans that were
to play an important role in his structuralist project.

Already in 1987, Lévi-Strauss had suggested that ethnography
was a revolutionary science, in the sense that it potentially offered
new ways of thinking about social relations, thus expanding pos-
sibilities for social change also in the modern world (Lévi-Strauss
[1937] 2016). One had to acknowledge that the so-called primitives
were as old as the moderns, and like them they had run through
different stages of development. This development included ancient
high cultures in America, demonstrating a far from even path when
it came to development. No doubt, Lévi-Strauss saw all of his eth-
nographic subjects as equal.

In the process of reassessing his work, and (re-) reading the many
books on or conversations with Lévi-Strauss that were published
during his later years and after his death — I have been overwhelmed
by what I had not seen so clearly before, how his structuralism was
never simply a ‘method’, ordering the world, but a deep commit-
ment to seeing humanity as a whole. Lévi-Strauss lived long enough
to (re-) interpret and subtly redefine his ambition as global realities
changed. As a true intellectual, Lévi-Strauss kept expanding his
thoughts, and his structuralism was never fixed to a particular set
of terms or methods; yet it was always comprehensive, historically
and geographically. He saw new things with age and time, keeping
an eye on the actualities of global developments — politically and
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ecologically. He started out as philosopher, but became an anthro-
pologist by default, deeply affected by the multiplicity of the world
and increasingly insisting that there was no ‘otherness’, just different
versions of humanity across the globe.

3. Tristes Tropiques

Lévi-Strauss’ anthropological thinking took off in Brazil, where he
was based in the years 1935-1939. He had been invited to work at
the new University of Sdo Paulo — inaugurated in 1934, and based
on the Brazilian Academy, its predecessor. The Academy had been
solidly rooted in a French intellectual tradition going back to Au-
guste Comte and more recently centring on Emile Durkheim’s work.
Along with Lévi-Strauss, the French historian Fernand Braudel
(1902-1985), who spearheaded a new history of mentalities, fo-
cussing on la longue durée, and showing how long-term structures
formatted societies as much if not more than singular historical
events (see e.g. Braudel 1981, 1982, 1984), was also invited. Lévi-
Strauss may have found some inspiration from Braudel’s thinking,
even if there is little indication that they became friends; rather the
inverse. In fact, Lévi-Strauss did not have many friends, it seems;
he often turned people down if they misunderstood him and from
later biographies and published conversations with Lévi-Strauss,
we sense a degree of irritation with colleagues who did not see the
world eye to eye with him, and implicitly diminished his thinking.
I once met him at College de France (around 1990), as president
and emissary of the newly established European Association of So-
cial Anthropologists, to ask him to accept an honorary patronage,
which he declined. Along with me were a couple of colleagues,
and of course we had an appointment; yet, after a few minutes, he
withdrew rather ungallantly, “if that was all”. He possibly had had
enough of such offers and wanted to think in peace; yet I did feel
a bit let down. For me he was a hero, and a welcome antidote to
(part of) my doctoral work in Oxford (in the mid 1970es), where
Rodney Needham chaired colloquia on structuralism, strictly for-
bidding any mention of Lévi-Strauss, as I learnt soon enough; we
shall return briefly to that below.

26



SCI.DAN.H. 8 - 21 KIRSTEN HASTRUP

During his years in Brazil, Lévi-Strauss took time for fieldwork.
He had arrived in 1935 in a state of intellectual excitement, feel-
ing like the first travellers discovering a new continent in the 16th
century: “For my part I discovered the New World. Everything
seemed fabulous to me: the landscapes, the animals, the plants”
(Lévi-Strauss & Eribon 1998, 34). Eventually, he would lament the
unmistakable traces of the Old World that he found all the way
to the interior of Brazil, where he made his first, relatively short
fieldwork among the Bororo, collecting numerous masks and adorn-
ments that were to serve as the bottom-line for later exhibitions in
Paris (ibid. 34-35). It was the beginning of his life-long engagement
with masks, seen as a complex language in plastic form, exceeding
the limits of a particular place or a particular people (e.g. Lévi-
Strauss 1979). Masks offer a kind of universal expression and reveal
a human sub-consciousness of shared being.

Lévi-Strauss made three distinct campaigns into the interior of
Brazil, asserting that fieldwork not only gave access to knowledge
about particular tribes, but also contributed to a deeper sense of
a common humanity that was not to be reserved for historians.
The farther away the examples were from his own world, the more
profound the gains of ethnography, Lévi-Strauss suggested, having
invented a technique that made it possible to “integrate the enor-
mous populations, the enormous part of humanity, into the history
from where they had been completely excluded” (Lévi-Strauss [1937]
2016, 60). This exclusion was detrimental, he claimed, and went on
to suggest that only through exchange and mutual interest would
the small, sequestered groups develop and even survive. Human
progress rests on contact, not isolation, even if just a contact with
neighbours. Here is a first indication of why humanity had to be
understood as one whole, and why concerted structural thinking
had to replace simple documentation of ‘other people’.

To find general truths about humankind, one had to sometimes
suspend the complex and deeply entangled histories of modern
societies and look behind the curtain, as it were, to find the es-
sence of human life. In low-density communities, the social phe-
nomena presented themselves much more directly to the researchers’
gaze (Lévi-Strauss [1937] 2016, 44). While perceptively marginal
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and barely known, the small communities in the New World were
clearly part of a shared world with a very deep history. The alleged
incommensurability between the life-worlds of Brazilian natives and
Europeans did not hold up, as he was to discover. However new the
world seemed, and however unknown its people, they were never
outside of human history.

Arriving in the New World in 1935, Lévi-Strauss found himself in
a state of exhilaration of discovering a continent, where everything
was truly new to him. Nature itself sat the frame for his fieldwork
among the natives, who were somehow part of it. While we cannot
delve into his ethnographic work as such, we note how he under-
stood ethnographic work as a profound dialogue, proposing that
“the description of indigenous institutions given by fieldworkers,
ourselves included, undoubtedly coincides with the natives’ image
of their own society, but that this image amounts to a theory, or
rather a transmutation, of reality, itself of an entirely different na-
ture” (Lévi-Strauss [1958, 135] 1967¢, 117). From his fieldwork among
the Bororo, he coined the notion of each tribe living with a distinct
style, expressed in their material culture, and repeated in clothing,
body-painting, house-construction etc. (Lévi-Strauss [1955, 203ff]
1963, 160 ff.). His theory of style points towards an emerging struc-
turalist thinking, abstracting larger patterns from quotidian prac-
tices, and identifying them athwart genres, languages and social
organisations.

When later setting out to study the Nambikwara, further away
in the hidden interior of Brazil, Lévi-Strauss was thoroughly dis-
appointed by what he found. However far he penetrated into the
jungle, traces of the Modern World were unmistakable; there was
no hidden paradise of untouched savages. He recounts how he
had gone to the end of the world to discover the barely percepti-
ble advances of the earliest culture, as Jean-Jacques Rousseau had
envisaged, but when confronted by reality, Lévi-Strauss refuted to
place the Nambikwara on any historical scale (Lévi-Strauss 1955, 376
& 1961, 310). Whether the community was a remnant of an original
culture or just a degenerated society, was immaterial. “I had looked
for a community, reduced to its most simple expression. With the
Nambikwara it had reached a level, where I only saw human beings”
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([1955, 377] 1961, 310). In other words, there was no society and no
origin, solely a fragile present within a larger, unfathomable world.
The stress on Aumans implicitly includes the Nambikwara in a shared
humanity. One result of this was that Lévi-Strauss distanced himself
from the idea of bounded fieldwork among singular social groups
with each their cultural pattern. They might differ, but all of them
were part of a larger system of nature-cultures within which they
unfolded, if never freely.

While Tristes Tropiques — the book — was widely read and in some
ways acquired a cultic status in my generation of anthropologists
(and beyond), there were sceptics, who could not see the value of
a work that was both a travelogue, an ethnography, and a philo-
sophical text. One of them was the American anthropologist, Clif-
ford Geertz, who was a grand writer himself, and who saw Tristes
Tropiques as a mockery of anthropology, difficult to read “not just
in the recognised sense that his by now famous rain-forest prose —
dripping with steamy metaphors, overgrown with luxuriant images,
and flowered with extravagant puns (‘thoughts’ and ‘pansies,” ‘ways
and voices,” and perhaps, considering the text at hand even ‘tropes
and tropics’) — is so easy to get lost in” (Geertz 1988, 27-28). Geertz’
translation of the puns hardly pays justice to Lévi-Strauss’ French
finesse, but he has a point about the extravagance of the work; for
Geertz it was a matter of finding a proper style in reverence for the
anthropological metier. In the conversation on his work with Didier
Eribon, Lévi-Strauss later admitted that he only wrote that way, be-
cause he found himself at a point in time where he had made a cut
with his past and reorganised his personal life; and he had written
Tristes Tropiques, which “he would never have dared publish if he
had been in any competition for a university post” (Lévi-Strauss &
Eribon 1998, 76). He did get a post later, and he enchanted many
anthropologists (and others) with his free style of thinking, mixing
personal impressions with pointed analyses.
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4. Structural Analysis

Structural analysis as such was to some degree hidden among the
leaves and landscapes of Tristes Tropiques, also hiding the indigenous
peoples of the Brazilian interior. Yet, Lévi-Strauss’ early attempts at
organizing empirical facts from the field in larger schemes were soon
to develop into ‘proper’ structural analysis, for which he became
famous within and beyond anthropology. His first contribution to
explicit structuralist thinking was published in 1945 in Word. Journal
of the Linguistic Circle of New York, and it bears all the marks of his
high regard for linguistics.

Linguistics occupies a special place among the social sciences, to whose
ranks it unquestionably belongs. It is not merely a social science like
the others, but, rather, the one in which by far the greatest progress has
been made. It is probably the only one which can truly claim to be a
science and which has achieved both the formulation of an empirical
method and an understanding of the nature of the data submitted to
its analysis. (Lévi-Strauss [1945] 1967c, 29)

The growth of structural linguistics certainly affected anthropology,
and vice versa. In his book, Course in General Linguistics, compiled by
his students on the basis of their lecture notes, Ferdinand de Sau-
ssure explicitly stresses that linguistics borders on ethnology and,
conversely, that anthropology may learn from language studies and
their deep timeframe (Saussure [1916] 1974, 20 ff. & 223 ff.). Echoing
this, Marcel Mauss claimed that “Sociology would certainly have
progressed much further if it had everywhere followed the lead of
the linguists” (Mauss [1924] 1951, 299), but he had no inkling of its
future impact. As terms, ethnology, anthropology, and sociology
were still semantically overlapping at the time, but we are in no
doubt about the general agreement on the close relationship be-
tween anthropology and linguistics.

Once he had read Saussure, Lévi-Strauss began to see culture as a
system of contrasting elements, like phonemes in language (Wilcken
2010, 11). Soon, Lévi-Strauss was absolutely certain that linguistics
would eventually play “the same renovating role with respect to the
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social sciences that nuclear physics, for example, has played for the
physical sciences” (Lévi-Strauss 1967c¢, 31). He identified the future
revolution by reference to Nikolai Trubetzkoy and his programmatic
statement (of 1933) about four basic operations:

First, structural linguistics shifts from the study of conscious linguistic
phenomena to [the] study of their unconscious infrastructure; second, it
does not treat terms as independent entities, taking instead as its basis
of analysis, the relations between terms; third it introduces the concept
of system ...; finally, structural linguistics aims at discovering general
laws (Lévi-Strauss 1967c, 31).

Apart from taking inspiration from the general inspiration from the
operational system of linguistics, Lévi- Strauss sought a way to take
it further, suggesting that langue and culture were one whole. What
mattered most to him was not the relation between language and
culture as such, but the acknowledgment of their mutual constitu-
tion. This not only points towards conversations between people,
but to a generic relation between language and culture.

Language can be said to be a condition of culture because the material
out of which language is built is of the same type as the material out
of which the whole culture is built: logical relations, oppositions, cor-
relations, and the like. Language, from this point of view, may appear
as laying a kind of foundation for the more complex structures which
correspond to the different aspects of culture. (Lévi-Strauss 1967d, 67)

A main inspiration from linguistics came from Roman Jakobson
(and others from the Praguean phonological circle). Lévi-Strauss
met him in New York in the 1940es, where they began to follow
each other’s courses; it was not until the 1970es that Jakobson’s
lessons were published, and Lévi-Straus was asked to write the pref-
ace, opening with the observation that a “book bearing Roman
Jakobson’s name has no need of a preface” (Lévi-Strauss 1985¢, 138).
Lévi-Strauss notices that what had most affected his own thinking
was Jakobson’s discussion of the phoneme; citing him, Lévi-Strauss
says: “The important thing... is not at all each phoneme’s individ-
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ual phonic quality considered in isolation and existing in its own
right. What matters is their reciprocal opposition... within a system”
(ibid. 140).

After the passage of years (between the lectures and the book),
Lévi-Strauss recognized that among the themes in Roman Jakob-
son’s work, the phoneme has affected him most. It inspired his
own view of incest: “Like a phoneme, a device having no meaning
of its own but helping to form meanings, the incest taboo struck
me as a link between two domains” (ibid. 142). More generally he
claimed, that “Structural linguistics taught me... that instead of
being led astray by a multiplicity of terms, one should consider the
simplest and most intelligible relationships uniting them” (Lévi-
Strauss 1985c, 139). Simplicity was not always easy, however, when
it came to kinship structures.

In Les Structures élémentaires de la Parenté (1949), written in New
York, Lévi-Strauss mapped out diverse systems of marriage and ex-
change of spouses (based on existing ethnographies) and concluded
that there were basically two kinds of marriage rules, elementary
and complex; in the first, the choice of spouse was built into the
system, in the second, it was reduced to a general duality of permit-
ted or forbidden spouses. The incest-taboo was at the core of both
systems, marking the boundary between nature and culture. From
there, multiple systems of kinship had emerged. In Oxford, Rodney
Needham, who had been deeply involved in the editing and trans-
lation of Les Structures élémentaires, took offence by a remark made
by Lévi-Strauss’ on a minor detail in Needham’s introduction about
preferential versus prescriptive rules. Needham had misunderstood
that in Lévi-Strauss’ view, there was no difference in practice. Yet,
Needham saw this as (indirectly) charging himself, the editor, with
a ‘fundamental misunderstanding’ of the subject matter of the book
(Needham 1969, xix) — whence the strict ban on mentioning Lévi-
Strauss in his colloquia. Other British anthropologists continued
to take inspiration from Lévi-Strauss; it was not a general warfare
even if there was some puzzlement among anthropologists about
the meaning of structuralism (see e.g. Hayes & Hayes 1970; Leach
1970; Goody 1977). There was, indeed, a fault-line between the very
general principles and the actual social relations that could not be
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effectively calibrated, even though kinship had been high on the
anthropological agenda, not least in Britain.

Les Structures élémentaires, being a serious exercise in structural
analysis across multiple societies and continents, never really took
off beyond a rather narrow anthropological domain; it was too
technical for the general public, and too muddled for many anthro-
pologists. While ‘kinship’ had been a major issue in anthropology,
it was soon to recede to back-stage; possibly it was both too general
and too indiscernible. Yet, it did have a brief fame among French
intellectuals, including Simone de Beauvoir, who in a review praised
it as a token of the awakening of French anthropology; she saw it as
an unexpected compromise between the questionable metaphysics
of Durkheim and the narrow positivism of American Anthropology
(Pace 1983, 10f). No doubt, structuralism was a huge intellectual
impulse in France at the time; this gave Lévi-Strauss a lot of atten-
tion, even if he was a bit of a recluse.

Lévi-Strauss himself was an admirer of the USA, where he wrote
the book on kinship based on written sources at his disposal while
exiled in New York. Looking back at the work, what now is much
more visible than it was then, is the larger discussion of the relation
between nature and culture, addressed in the first chapter with the
problem of incest at its centre, and implicitly present in the rest.
One can see how he had been caught up in too many details to
keep a clear analytical focus even in the 1970es. In the twenty-first
century, when the categorical boundary between modern and tra-
ditional societies has all but disappeared, kinship systems are of
limited interest to anthropologists — being hardly identifiable un-
der the present global winds. In his preface to the Second Edition
(in French 1967; in English 1969) he admits that “On reading the
text today, the documentation seems tedious and the expression
old-fashioned. If I had been more careful and less hesitant under
the weight of my undertaking, I would doubtless have seen from
the start that its very bulk would involve certain weaknesses, upon
which, in fact, critics have dwelt with some malice” (Lévi-Strauss
1969b, xxvii). What is possibly more interesting than this lament
is a statement about the book in a very different and much more
general tune: “Once completed, the book becomes a foreign body,
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a dead being incapable of holding my attention, much less my
interest. This world in which I had so passionately lived closes
up against me and shuts me out. At times it is almost beyond my
comprehension” (Lévi-Strauss 1969b, xxvii).

When the English translation appeared, a reviewer wrote that the
work could not “be ignored by any serious student of society, for its
underlying subject matter is the nature of man and the definition
of the human situation” (Murphy 1970, 164).

The contents of The Elementary Structures of Kinship will be a source of
surprise, and even dismay, to the prospective reader who thinks he is
to be treated to an anti-Sartre polemic. The bulk of the tome is con-
cerned with the custom of cousin marriage and, more specifically, with
the cross-cousins. [...] Given the additional consideration that these
forms of marriage occur only in remote and exotic societies, and only
in a minority of them, one may wonder why Lévi-Strauss has become a
culture hero of the established literati and the subject of a lead article
last year in the New York Times Magazine (Murphy 1970, 166).

The play with kinship structures was actually a serious attempt at
finding equivalents between distant societies and different regions,
and at unpacking general structures. Looking back, Lévi-Strauss
himself mentions a certain mathematical interest, but makes a stron-
ger claim to have followed principles similar to those applied to
linguistics by Roman Jakobson; in both cases one shifts the atten-
tion from the terms to the prevailing relations between the terms.
“Or, that was exactly what I sought to do to resolve the enigma
that the marriage rules pose to the ethnologists” (Lévi-Strauss and
Eribon 2009, 79). We are back to linguistics and to the attempt at
solving a riddle of shared patterns within an endless multiplicity
of histories and cultures.

5. The Savage Mind

While, arguably, anthropologists think through the lives of peo-
ple in particular places (if with different end-goals), Lévi-Strauss
thought through categories, whether masks, myths, or kinship-struc-
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tures. This thinking challenged established (positivist) ethnographic
categories, calling for an invention of new ones. The translation
of classic ethnographic material to general figures was part of his
scheme. This is obvious in two works, both published in 1962,
namely Le Totémisme aujourd’hui (“Totemism today’) and La Pensée
sauvage, (“The savage Mind’) the former seen (by himself) as a his-
torical and critical introduction to the latter. Both seeks to penetrate
further into the relation between the mind and the world. Together,
they challenge the assumption of the primitive mind being a coun-
terpoint to the modern; ‘minds’ are deeply connected, even if not
equally presented.

Totemism is a specific mode of thinking that testifies to the con-
nection between primitive and scientific classification, serving to
identify particular social groups. Franz Boas, the founder of Ameri-
can anthropology, had suggested that mythical thinking seemed to
have a “preference for animals, celestial bodies and other personi-
fied natural phenomena” (Boas 1940, 490; quoted by Lévi-Strauss
1962b, 178), and believed that it was easier to explain social relations
through animals and other natural categories than through undiffer-
entiated humans. For Lévi-Strauss the point was that species were
not simply natural categories but human-made classifications, and
he took classical Anglo-Saxon anthropology to task for suggest-
ing that totemism was designed to protect certain, useful animals.
Against such positivist view Lévi-Strauss wanted to emphasize that
animals, and other living species like plants, were much more than
useful and edible; they were also good ‘to think’.

While totemism now seems to be an arcane interest, at Lévi-
Strauss’ time it was still part of a larger discussion of classification
having evolved since Durkheim and Mauss published their work, De
quelques Formes primitive de Classification, in Annee sociologique (1903).
For the two authors, and for later anthropologists, the first task for
anthropologists entering a new field was to apprehend the mode
of classification that makes sense here. As suggested by Rodney
Needham in his extended introduction to the English publication
of Durkheim and Mauss’ work, the anthropologist who is new to
a particular field, “cannot pretend to perceive the phenomena in-
volved in any entirely new way, but he can and must conceptualize
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them in this foreign cast; and what he learns to do in each instance
is essentially to classify” (Needham 1963, viii-ix). Classification is an
important part of the formation of society; as Durkheim and Mauss
have it: “to classify is not only to form groups; it means arrang-
ing these groups according to particular relations” (Durkheim and
Mauss [1903] 1963, 8). As a system of classification “totemism is, in
one aspect, the grouping of men into clans according to natural ob-
jects (the associated totemic species), it is also, inversely, a grouping
of natural objects in accordance with social groups” (ibid. 17-18).
In other words, ‘totemism’ was a way in which the anthropologist
not only gained access to tribal organization but also the workings
of the human mind, for whom the first categories would have been
social categories according to Durkheim and Mauss (ibid. 82).

Lévi-Strauss claims that there is more to totemism than a logic of
correspondence between two different groups, social and natural.
Rather than a primitive form of classification, totemism is a way
of thinking, and of combining natural and cultural series. This is
where La Pensée sauvage takes over from Le Totémisme aujourd’hui,
in a wider effort to uncover the complexity of human thinking. The
question was still about what is given by nature and what is the
work of the human mind, but the point of departure was that they
were deeply implicated in each other. This question is equally ad-
dressed to anthropology working all over the world and to natural
science. For Lévi-Strauss, all scholarship concerns ‘the concrete’,
but does so at different levels of abstraction. A case is found in
historical scholarship, having to choose (and navigate) between
the details of daily life and the development over centuries. This
always makes history a history for somebody (Lévi-Strauss 1962b,
341); historical scholarship, therefore, has no proper object and is
nothing but a method. Here, ‘history’ is seen as the opposite of
myth; where the latter ‘think’ themselves without any interference
by an author, history, as authored in scholarship, is a method with-
out an object.

La Pensée sauvage is an attempt at uncovering the workings of
human thinking in general through a concerted theoretical effort at
understanding how knowledge emerges. One of the major problems
in discussing knowledge in this vein is to sort out what is given
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by nature, and what is the result of human thinking. Clearly, this
question applies equally to the natural and the human sciences.

Like other works in his impressive oeuvre, this one contains an
important critique of the sciences, human and natural, failing to
engage with the all-embracing question of what is owed to nature
and what is the work of human thought. Lévi-Strauss is particu-
larly committed to answering this question, which is at the centre
of La Pensée sauvage (Lévi-Strauss 1962b, Ch. One). As a thinker,
Lévi-Strauss himself was in some ways a ‘savage’, refusing to abide
to popular trends and obvious phrases when it came to address
particular social or political issues — such as ‘race’. He had been
called by UNESCO to speak against racism in 1952, having expe-
rienced it himself during the Second World War, when he had to
flee Nazism in France; yet he chose to talk about multiple cultures
but no obvious ‘races’, hoping to move the discussion away from
biological categories to cultural differences; the latter were always
changing (Lévi-Strauss 1973b, 379).

In 1971, he was again asked by UNESCO to address racism, and
this time he went even further. While obviously declaring himself as
a staunch opponent of any kind of racism in practice, he seriously
questioned the suitability of continuing the use of a concept with
roots in the nineteenth century. Locking ‘racism’ further up into
the vocabulary might hide the fact that ‘cultures’ had always been
dynamic. Politically, Lévi-Strauss abhorred racism, as experienced
in Europe during the World War two, yet he insisted that the con-
cept of race was not supported by anthropology, and as a biologi-
cal category it was deeply questionable (Lévi-Strauss 1983, 21-48).
He added a further argument against calling in anthropology to
fight against racism per se, namely that humanity as a whole faced
another major problem — embedded in its relations to other living
species (ibid. 46). It is futile to seek a solution to the problem of
race, if we cannot agree that ‘life’ in a broad sense unites us all.
This is where we sense the deeper value of La Pensée sauvage (the
book), with its motley of life-forms, understandings, and flowery
language. If an aged experiment in thinking, it remains a source
for wondering.
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6. Mythical thinking

A tension between a philosophical and an empirical tradition co-
lours his unsurpassed work Mythologiques, published in four volumes
(Lévi-Strauss 1964; 1967a; 1968; 1971). They are thought out in a
particular mode, marked by his deep interest in music, an interest
that was later to be described in detail (Lévi-Strauss 1993). Here,
Lévi-Strauss explores the relation between music and words (once
again setting off from Roman Jakobson who had compared music
to poetry), suggesting that the difference between music and words,
was that the former was universal, while the latter rather more lo-
cal, to put it briefly (ibid. 89). Music has no words, and the notes
do not have any meaning of their own; only as it develops does a
musical pattern emerge. This takes us back to Mythologigues where
meaning is never given in individual myths but emerges in the
process of ‘listening’.

Mpythologiques takes off from his fieldwork in Brazil, more pre-
cisely in a Bororo myth, but as it develops it embraces an extensive
Pan-American body of available myths from both South and North
America — with excursions also to Europe and beyond. As Lévi-
Strauss says in the first volume, Le Cru et le Cuit (“The Raw and the
Cooked’), he does not offer an interpretation or a translation of
the myths, from one language to the other, but a generalization
of their content. The myths have no author; they are incarnated in
a tradition that may circulate in language, but which belongs to
a separate order, where they think themselves (Lévi-Strauss 1964,
20). The first volume begins and ends with a musical analogy; both
myths and music are absorbed through listening, and they awaken
shared mental structures in the listeners wherever they live (ibid.
35)- There is no obvious goal until we reach the end. It has been
suggested that the musical framework shows a thinker in intellectual
transition (Pace 1983, 10). There is also a kind of continuation, how-
ever, from Les Structures élémentaires embedded in the translation of
actual social life to a general, all-embracing logic, that has neither
been willed nor not willed. It just is. A comparable logic is found
in the ‘culinary triangle’ (raw, cooked, rotten), being a pan-human
scheme of consumption.

38



SCI.DAN.H. 8 - 21 KIRSTEN HASTRUP

The second volume of Mythologiques: De Miel aux Cendres (‘From
Honey to Ashes’), has an explicit culinary framework, starting out
from the striking interest for honey and tobacco known from all
early civilizations and contemporary myths across the world. Again,
Lévi-Strauss presents a voluminous catalogue of New World myths,
but also includes some ritual meals from Europe, confirming the
universality of certain sensorial facts. His analyses go to show how it
is not the substances as such that are important, but their properties
(Lévi-Strauss 1967a, 407f.). The ethnographic multiplicity, again,
testifies to a universal order, which must be uncovered by the anthro-
pologist in minute details — proving this universality, so to speak.

It also applies to the third volume, L’Origine des Maniéres de Table
(“The Origin of Table Manners’) that Lévi-Strauss secks and finds
links between myths of widely varied provenance. Here he intro-
duces astronomic models in the analysis, expanding the field, so to
speak, and adding to the claim that myths find themselves between
nature and culture. He also suggests an interesting parallel between
serial stories and myths, both drawing on common experiences
and reshaping these along the way; the difference is that while the
stories must end, the myths never can (Lévi-Strauss 1968, 11, 106).
They have their own lives moving from one tribe to the next, floating
through the ages, changing a little in response to particular natural
environments, stellar bodies, and shifting resources for living and
eating. The myths may be transformed and inverted, but always
according to a structural logic; in other words, their emergence is
far from random.

Arguably, one of the most interesting elements in Lévi-Strauss’
mythological travelogue are his thoughts about his own role as
author — and by implication any anthropological author. In the
Finale to the fourth and last volume of Mythologiques, L’Homme
nu (‘The naked Human’), he describes the role of the author as
fundamentally anonymous (Lévi-Strauss 1971, 559 ff.). As author,
one has to let the myths simply run through oneself, in search of
their own properties and ingrained order; one should not attempt
to form them — which is not so easy to avoid, given the necessity
to write them down, of course, and thereby to fix them in both
time and space.
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In a later retrospect, Le Regard éloigné (“The View from Afar’) con-
sisting of a collection of articles, Lévi-Strauss elaborates on his view
of the author (including himself) as passive and receptive, claiming
that the author’s thought evolves in an anonymous place, where
elements — barely seen to arrive from outside — can be organized;
during the work with the text, the author is gradually excluded from
his (or her) oeuvre and becomes its executor (Lévi-Strauss 1983,
327; 1985, 243). A similar claim can be made for the universal logic
of myth, keeping the world together by connecting people within
and across groups and between old and new worlds.

This logic is further demonstrated in the three additions to the
mythological work that he later wrote, known as ‘les petits My-
thologiques’, namely La Voie des Masques (“The Way of Masks’) 1979,
La Potiére jalouse (“The Jealous Potter’) 1986, and Histoire de Lynx
(‘The History of the Lynx’) 1991, where Lévi-Strauss pursues more
detailed and located themes. Or so it appears; in actual fact he is
also attempting to place such details in relation to the place of the
earth in relation to the heavenly bodies, given the position of the
constellation of stars in all human thinking, from its beginnings
until now (Lévi-Strauss 1991, 320). Here the infinitely small con-
nects with the boundless outer space, reminding us that the world
is somehow beyond our reach.

When later looking back on the composition of his Mythologiques,
Lévi-Strauss saw how he had unknowingly taken over an idea from
the surrealist Max Ernst (1891-1976) directed towards painting, and
who had rejected the notion of the ‘creative power of the artist’.
Authors likewise have a passive role in the poetic creation and be-
come spectators to their own work. Lévi-Strauss asks if this does not
also apply to his own studies of myth. Like the paintings and the
collages of Max Ernst, he claims that his own work with mythology
has also grown through samples taken from outside. In his case the
myths themselves have been cut out from numerous images in old
books where he found them, and then he “arranged them on the
pages as they arranged themselves in my mind, but in no conscious
or deliberate fashion” (Lévi-Strauss 1983, 327-28; 1985a, 243). With
such deliberations we are deeply embedded in a particular version
of structuralist thinking, developing in the course of writing.
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While Les Structures élémentaires never really made it beyond a
rather narrow, and relatively unforgiving anthropological debate
on kinship-structures, the Mythologiques had a broader appeal to
intellectuals from other fields, including visual artists. It also had
a longer life in anthropology than the one on kinship structures,
yet even so it seems rarely referred to in anthropology today, being
possibly too esoteric and literary. One could argue that it still has an
important message in connecting the Old and the New World (were
it not already an archaic dichotomy), and not least in the insistence
on a certain universality through a huge repertoire of specific myths
and thoughts, inevitably structured by the interpreter’s thinking.
One might also claim that the logic of myth is structuralist and credit
Lévi-Strauss for having proved it, but it is doubtful that such grand
thinking will sometime again appeal to the many; yet once it made
space for thinking globally — through minute details on the border
between nature and culture. There is an urgent need for re-thinking
this border, however, to which Lévi-Strauss’ original thinking might
still contribute, however much the world has changed.

7. Structuralism and Ecology

The major works in Lévi-Strauss’ impressive oeuvre have naturally
taken up the better part of the debate on structuralism in anthro-
pology, as in my own presentations in this chapter as well as in
Danish textbooks (Hastrup 1975, 2020a, b). Here we shall pursue
his rather subtle view on the nature-culture connection, which has
become alarmingly relevant, and — possibly — better understood
today than ever before through its attempt at understanding the
place of humans on the edge between them. Above, we saw how
he highlighted this theme already in his UNESCO address in 1971,
claiming that nature united all humans for better and for worse.
In 1972, he gave a talk in New York on ‘Structuralism and Ecol-
ogy’ at Barnard College. He opened by recalling his first lecture
there, some 30 years earlier, when he found all the girls knitting
while he lectured on the Nambikwara Indians, and he had a dis-
tinct feeling that they were utterly unconcerned with what he said.
Yet, some did listen as proved by one of the girls coming up to
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him afterwards, saying “that it was all very interesting, but she
thought I should know that desert and dessert were two different
words” (Lévi-Strauss 1972, 8; 1985, 102). This left him dismayed, but
it also showed “that in these remote years I was already interested
in ecology and mixing it, at least at the linguistic level, with the
culinary art to which I did turn much later for exemplifying some
of the structural ways along which the human mind works” (ibid,
9). Thus he turned a linguistic lapse into a theoretical objective.

He continued to refute allegations of idealism or mentalism and
claimed that he was “only trying to probe the structure of the human
mind and to seek, what they disparagingly call ‘Lévi-Straussian
universals.” If this were the case, the nature of the cultural context
in which mind operates and manifests itself would become unim-
portant” (ibid.). One understands his heavy sigh, given that he had,
indeed, followed the script and worked closely with minute details
of the environment, be they ecological, meteorological, botanical,
ornithological or celestial, allowing him to assert the huge impact
that ecology had upon the mind, and vice versa. On the other
hand, it took detailed fieldwork to sort out the principles by which
particular people would endow some of them with significance and
leave others behind. As he wrote in La Pensée sauvage, “the principle
underlying a classification can never be postulated in advance, it can
only be discovered a posteriori by ethnographic observation — that
is, by experience” (Lévi-Strauss 1966, 58). Detailed ethnographic
work allows us to see how the mind works with its natural environ-
ment; to cultivate this productively within a larger scholarly field,
a close collaboration between the natural and the human sciences
is essential (Lévi-Strauss 1985, 104).

Let us follow Lévi-Strauss’ into his own field in Brazil in the
1930es, where forests were mostly too tangled to be even ‘seen’,
making people disappear within them. When arriving to people
in the dense rainforest, Lévi-Strauss was overwhelmed by the very
obscurity of the settlement and reflects back also on others:

So profound, and yet also so confused, are one’s first impressions of a
native village whose civilization has remained relatively intact that it
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is difficult to know in which order to set them down. Among the Ka-
ingang — and the same is true of the Caduveo — extremes of poverty
inspire in the traveller an initial weariness and discouragement. But
there are societies so vividly alive, so faithful to their traditions, that
their impact is disconcertingly strong, and one cannot tell which of
the myriad of threads which make up the skein is the one to follow. It
was among the Bororo that I first encountered a problem of this sort.
(Lévi-Strauss 1963, 198).

The problem was to identify the details, for “these houses were not
so much built as knotted together, plaited, woven, embroidered
and given a patina by long use” (Lévi-Strauss 1963, 198). They were
therefore a more or less incomprehensible structure in the jungle,
which Lévi-Strauss only understood when he “proceeded to ‘settle
in’ in the corner of the huge hutment, where I did not so much take
in these things as allow myself to be impregnated by them. Certain
details fell into place” (ibid. 199).

A similar development can be seen in his response to nature that
always offered particular sensations and spurred certain reflections.
Lévi-Strauss relates how crossing and re-crossing the desert-like
savannas of central Brazil “had taught him to appreciate anew the
luxuriant Nature beloved of the ancients: young grass, flowers, and
the dewy freshness of brakes” (Lévi-Strauss 1963, 335). Yet, wherever
he went, the world had to be re-interpreted, and he lamented the
way in which Europeans had settled for less than the dense forest,
having scaled down passions to what was within reach. Nature be-
came part of his life in an unexpected way, and his intellectual in-
terest awakened. We can see both of these processes in the following
observation, where he laments (part of) the historical development
in Europe, where the sense of nature had weakened while societies
had progressed.

But in that forced march we had forgotten the forest. As dense as our
cities, it was inhabited by other beings — beings organized in a society
which, better than either the high peaks or the sun-baked flatlands,
had known to keep us at a distance: a collective of trees and plants that
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covered our tracks as soon as we had passed. Often difficult to pene-
trate, the forest demands of those who enter it concessions every bit as
weighty, if less spectacular, than those exacted by the mountains from
the walker. Its horizon, less extensive than that of the great mountain
ranges, closes in on the traveller, isolating him as completely as any of
the desert’s empty perspectives. A world of grasses, mushrooms, and
insects lead there an independent life of its own, to which patience and
humility are our only passports. A hundred yards from the edge of the
forest, and the world outside is abolished. One universe gives way to
another — less agreeable to look at, but rich in rewards for senses nearer
to the spirit: hearing, I mean, and smell. Good things one had thought
never to experience again are restored to one: silence, coolness, peace.
In our intimacy with the vegetable world, we enjoy these things which
the sea can no longer give us and for which the mountains exact too
high a price. (Lévi-Strauss 1963, 335)

The initial sensations of a radically different landscape, compared
to his European upbringing mainly in cities, indisputably contrib-
uted to Lévi-Strauss’ thinking. His fascination with the New World
never ceased, something that had earlier happened to Alexander
von Humboldt (1851). In both cases the landscape made a new kind
of imagination possible, and for both of these pioneers (if in each
their way and each their century), it opened up for a new way of
thinking through connections, multiplicities, and infiltrations in
and of natural entities. In the case of Lévi-Strauss, this stands out
clearly in Tristes Tropiques, but has not always been appreciated as
we saw in Geertz’ review above. There is no doubt, however, that
the bodily experience of the tropical landscape contributed to his
understanding of ecology as something more than an outer nature.

In 1998, Lévi-Strauss was interviewed by Didier Eribon about
his long life in anthropology. The conversation turned into a book,
where Lévi-Strauss cannot, and does not want to hide his deep
sentiments about America. For him, the first impression of the con-
tact with the New World remained ineffaceable; in the New World
everything was on an incommensurable scale compared to that of
the Old World. Adding to this was the stunning nature, being both
more pristine and more grandiose than elsewhere; nowhere else had
Lévi-Strauss met with a nature where even the wildest appearances
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covered the patient work of humans over centuries, even millennia
(Lévi-Strauss and Eribon 1998, 83-84). When looking back on his
fascination with the New World he expands on his view of America,
seeming to have been a permanent source of reflection, and much
more so than any other continent.

Finally, and this is possibly the main reason, the study of no other
continent asks for a similar advantage of the imagination. America was
essentially populated by people hailing from Asia, traversing the lands
that had emerged at the present place of the Bering Strait. But when?
The best estimates vary by a margin of 50 million years. And of these
repeated passages over different epochs, there is no trace. Because of
the variations of sea-level, the itineraries are probably lost either in the
high mountains or under the water. And this is not all: America offers a
stupefying spectacle of very high cultures neighbouring each other, on
a very low technological and economic level. What is more, these high
cultures never knew anything but an ephemeral existence: Every one
of them was born, developed, and disappeared in a matter of centuries;
and those that had disappeared before the arrival of the Spanish were
probably more knowledgeable and more refined than the ones now
seen in their decline, but nevertheless dazzled them. (Lévi-Strauss and
Eribon 1998, 84)

Lévi-Strauss concludes that in truth and in spite of all the accumu-
lated work over a long time, we still do not understand what made
America. There is an unfulfilled dream of solving the riddle, like the
19™ century scholars hoping for the next find to offer the solution.
“This is what renders Americanism so captivating” (ibid. 85).

We can see how Lévi-Strauss engaged with landscapes that were
unknowable as wholes but afforded such richness that could not
but influence his dreaming; it also fertilised his view of the relations
between all living beings. In answer to allegations that his structur-
alism was overly intellectual, he claimed that it “recovers and brings
to awareness deeper truths that have already been dimly announced
in the body itself; it reconciles the physical and the moral, nature
and man, the mind and the world, and tends toward the only kind
of materialism consistent with the actual development of scientific
knowledge” (1985a, 119). This is a grand claim, but he had hopes
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that neuroscience would eventually confirm what seemed apparent
within his own work, teeming with empirical knowledge that sus-
tains his argument. He adds:

The so-called primitive cultures that anthropologists study teach that
reality can be meaningful on the levels of both scientific knowledge
and sensory perception. These cultures encourage us to reject the di-
vorce between the intelligible and the sensible declared by an out-
moded empiricism and mechanism, and to discover a secret harmony
between humanity’s everlasting quest for meaning and the world in
which we appeared and where we continue to live — a world made of
shapes, colours, textures, flavours, and odours. Structuralism teaches
us better to love and respect nature and the living beings who people
it, by understanding that vegetables and animals, however humble they
may be, did not supply man with sustenance only but were, from the
very beginning, the source of his most intense aesthetic feelings and,
in the intellectual and moral order, of his first and even then profound
speculations. (Lévi-Strauss 1985a, 119—20)

This takes us back to ecology as a growing concern in his work, and
like any other concern calling for a deep commitment to empirical
work; anthropology is, above all, an empirical science. Individual
cultures can be understood only through painstaking attention.
“Only an almost slavish respect for the most concrete reality can
inspire in us confidence that body and mind have not lost their
ancient unity” (ibid. 119). The challenge for Lévi-Strauss’ version of
structuralism has not primarily been to honour this respect, but to
convince other scholars that structuralist anthropology could not
be practiced piece-meal. It required a deep commitment to a larger
vision of humanity as embroiled in more-than-human ecologies.

8. Wild Thinking

When Lévi-Strauss landed in the Bay of Rio in Brazil (in 1935) he
did not at first see the landscape and the beauty of its components.
As a man of reading, he saw through others’ eyes, and he recalled
Columbus who wrote about this place:
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The trees were so high that they seemed to touch the sky; and, if I
understood aright, they never lose their leaves; for they were as fresh
and as green in November as ours are in the months of May; some were
even in flower, and others were bearing fruit... And wherever I turned
the nightingales were singing, accompanied by thousands of other birds
of one sort or another. (Columbus, quoted in Lévi-Strauss 1963, 84)

Lévi-Strauss comments: “That’s America: the continent makes itself
felt at once”. He adds the observation that America is made up by
a manifold of presences, shapes, movements, and patches of light
that the newly arrived will not be able to single out or even see. For
the newcomer these shapes do not stand out in their individuality.
“No: it all strikes him as an entity, unique and all comprehending.
What surrounded me on every side, what overwhelmed me, was
not the inexhaustible diversity of people and things, but that one
single and redoubtable entity: The New World” (Lévi-Strauss 1963,
84). Imagine a time, when one could still confidently think of the
New World.

Lévi-Strauss is very explicit about his relative pleasure in differ-
ent landscapes. He does not like the sea; he feels diminished by the
mass of water that robs him of more than half his universe. What
is more, “It seems to me that the sea destroys the normal variety
of the earth” (Lévi-Strauss 1963, 332), offering only monotony and
sameness. He prefers mountains to the sea, although admittedly,
“my feelings did not extend to the 4igh mountains.” Their delights
are physical, almost abstract, drawing one’s attention “away from
the splendours of Nature and entirely engrossed by preoccupations
relating rather to mechanics or geometry” (ibid. 333). The landscape
of lower mountains, preferably with pastures, is much more to his
liking. He surmises: “If the sea presents, in my opinion, a landscape
many degrees below proof, mountains offer, by contrast, a world
in a state of intense concentration” (ibid. 333—-334). While the sea
offered only a lifeless surface, the climbs and the shifting, often
narrowing vistas offered in the mountains invited him to a kind of
conversation. And yet, he eventually had to admit that
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.. although I do not feel that I myself have changed, my love for the
mountains is draining away like a wave running backwards down the
sand. My thoughts are unchanged, but the mountains have taken leave
of me. Their unchanging joys mean less and less to me, so long and
intently have I thought them out. (Lévi-Strauss 1963, 334).

The reason I find these thoughts worth sharing is to illustrate how
Lévi-Strauss appropriated different landscapes in a very personal,
and emotionally charged (if always checked) language. They also
clearly mark his calling as an anthropologist, seeking to embrace
both culture and nature.

While there is little left of structuralism as such in anthropol-
ogy today, Lévi-Strauss must still be credited for having opened
up important ways of thinking about the anthropological project.
He not only theorized the nature-culture relation he also operated
on a scale that connected minute local details with major global
structures, and he saw actual social events within the long-term
development of the human mind. If his thinking is in some sense
wild, his writings are often poetic, refusing to abide to conventional,
linear arguments. Clifford Geertz took him to task for his free style,
which for Lévi-Strauss was part of the argument against any linear
thinking that would hide the scale of the matter, as it had first ap-
peared to him in the Tropics.

The Tropics are not so much exotic as out of date. It’s not the vegetation
which confirms that you are ‘really there’, but certain trifling architec-
tural details and the hint of a way of life which would suggest that you
had gone backwards in time rather than forwards across a great part
of the earth’s surface. (Lévi-Strauss 1963, 91)

These remarks, as well as the language of which his works are so full,
made Patrick Wilcken call him The Poet in the Laboratory (Wilcken
2010). This is to the point, not only by referring to the actual lan-
guage but also to the mediation between humanities and sciences.

Revisiting structuralism in anthropology has made me realize,
that while it was an important inspiration one or two generations
ago, it has more or less evaporated in anthropology — at least as of
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contemporary interest. Yet, writing this chapter has convinced me
(once again) that Lévi-Strauss’ singular contribution to anthropo-
logical thinking keeps standing. Not only did he signal a change
in our view of humanity, but also insisted that anthropological
analysis always reached beyond located empirical knowledge; here
it is worth remembering how Lévi-Strauss declared having taken
inspiration from three particular domains of thinking, viz. geology,
psychoanalysis, and Marxism before he became an anthropologist
(Lévi-Strauss 1961, 59—62). All of these domains work on ‘truths’
below the surface, as does structural anthropology.

Lévi-Strauss’ legacy to a large academic field and to general in-
tellectual concerns is widely appreciated; his life history was long
and expansive and remains impressive (see Loyer 2015). Today, and
in defiance of older criticisms of his work as severed from reality, I
see his oeuvre as an outstanding contribution to a comprehensive
humanism, anchored in an all-inclusive view of the world, where
nature and culture are deeply infiltrated.
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Abstract: In philosophy, a version of structuralism was developed by log-
ical positivists, independently of linguistic structuralism. It shares enough
JSeatures with the linguistic structuralism originating from de Saussure,
however, to deserve the designation. Although this philosophical structur-
alism has a different point of departure, it is shaped by some of the same
intellectual forces that produced structuralism within linguistics. First,
logical positivist philosophy of science was focused on structure rather than
content. Second, the structure in question was linguistic. Third, logical
positivist philosophy of science was synchronic rather than diachronic,
being studiously ahistorical. These points suggest a deep motivation shared
by both kinds of structuralism, viz. their commitment to an ideal of science
modelled upon the most abstract parts of natural science, where theories are
defined by their purely formal-mathematical features. These methodological
commitments, moreover, were also useful in neutralizing some ideological
tensions within logical positivism itself. Harking from its early, Vienne
Circle days, the movement was split between a physicalist, materialist (and
socialist) and an idealist (and liberal) wing. In his monumental early
work, Der logische Aufbau der Welt, Rudolf Carnap tried to defuze this
conflict by insisting that the systematic “constitution” of the total body of
scientific knowledge out of simpler elements is purely a matter of relations
(= structure), not of the nature of the relata.

Keywords: Philosophical structuralism, logical positivism, Rudolf
Carnap, constitution of scientific knowledge

1. Introduction

Structuralism, as a style of theory formation originating in linguis-
tics, has gained ground in certain sectors of philosophy — although
ironically, especially in the form of a post-structuralism that over-
comes structuralism in the same moment as holding on to some of

55



A PHILOSOPHICAL STRUCTURALISM SCI.DAN.H. 8 - 21

its key tenets. Michel Foucault (1926-1984) and Jacques Derrida
(1930—-2004) are the best-known representatives of this trend.

Within philosophy, an indigenous structuralism was developed
by logical positivists, independently of linguistic structuralism. It
shares enough features with the linguistic structuralism originating
from de Saussure, however, to deserve the designation. Moreover,
although this philosophical structuralism has a different point of
departure, it is shaped by some of the same intellectual forces that
produced structuralism within linguistics, in addition to some con-
cerns of its own. Hence, an examination of philosophical structural-
ism will throw some light upon the roots of linguistic structuralism.

Here are some of the features shared by the two species of struc-
turalism. In the first place, logical positivist philosophy of science
was focused on structure rather than content. Second, the structure
in question was linguistic. Third, logical positivist philosophy of
science was synchronic rather than diachronic, in the sense of be-
ing studiously ahistorical. These points suggest a deep motivation
shared by both kinds of structuralism, viz. their commitment to an
ideal of science modelled upon the most abstract parts of natural
science, in particular theoretical physics. Theoretical physics aims
to articulate laws of universal scope, which is typically taken to
mean laws with no temporal or spatial restrictions. From this point
of view, the fact of temporal development and history becomes an
embarrassment, with no grounding in natural laws in themselves
but just an effect of the accidental constellation of objects on which
the laws operate (the “initial conditions” of deductive-nomological
explanation, in logical positivist lingo). Moreover, to uncover such
general truths, it is necessary to neglect the richness and diversity
of immediate human experience. The scientific understanding of a
phenomenon must necessarily break away from immediate human
experience and the everyday conception of the world; that which
Husserl would call the “lifeworld”. Fourthly, since natural science
accords a key role to mathematics and precise logico-formal artic-
ulation, mathematics and logic were viewed by both schools as key
intellectual tools.

The history of science is largely a story about how the scientific
picture of the world would gradually diverge ever farther from the
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way it presents itself within the human lifeworld. Quantum Me-
chanics and Relativity Theory teach us that even space and time
are quite other than the way they appear in human experience.
In abandoning the phenomenal realm, science achieves greater
objectivity, testability, and generality. This has been the formula
for success in the natural sciences, and structuralism takes these
sciences as its model.

However, logical positivism combined this adoration for nat-
ural science with a firm commitment to the experiential basis of
science. This went beyond the obligation of science, definitory of
the very enterprise, to investigate reality by means of observation
and experiment: It was a concern to free science of the deadweight
of metaphysical impurities left over from past historical modes of
thinking. This agenda represents a continuation of classical British
empiricism and its project to get rid of meaningless verbiage and
commit any text containing it to the flames (cf. Hume 1748, sect 12,
pt 3). Meaningfulness could only be preserved by grounding talk
securely in human experience.

It would be tempting to see the split personality of this philo-
sophical school to be reflected in the dual names under which it
is known, “logical positivism” and “logical empiricism”. However,
the history of this double appellation is complex and does not al-
low such simple explanation. But by any name, logical positivism/
empiricism combined what might be termed “scientism” with an
epistemology and semantic theory that accorded a key function to
elementary sensory experience. The scientist and empiricist aspects
represent two somewhat different agendas that could proceed in
tandem at the start, but which were soon forced apart by develop-
ments within logical positivism/empiricism itself.

Contrary to a popular misconception of logical positivism,
the loser in this battle would be the scientistic agenda. Logical
positivism is often incorrectly held to express natural scientists’
“spontaneous philosophy of science”, but the aim of logical posi-
tivism was never to reflect scientific practice but rather to reform
it. Developments within the school during its heyday moved it ever
farther away from the ways of thought of natural scientists, and its
suggestions for the regimentation of scientific theorizing were never

57



A PHILOSOPHICAL STRUCTURALISM SCI.DAN.H. 8 - 21

seriously considered by working scientists. This increasing distance
left a large space into which Thomas Kuhn would later move with
his historico-sociological account of scientific practice, later to be
followed by an entire movement committed to a strictly empirical
investigation of science, under such names as Sociology of Scientific
Knowledge or Science and Technology Studies.

2. Rudolf Carnap and the dual agenda of logical
positivism

Logical positivism/empiricism is a highly multifarious philosophi-
cal tradition, and it is high time that I make a crucial clarification
concerning the subject of this article: The above remarks were made
with one particular logical positivist in mind, namely Rudolf Carnap
(1891-1970), and apply in full only to him. Still there is a point in
extending this characterization to logical positivism in general, since
Carnap is rightly regarded as the quintessential logical positivist.
This is so for several reasons. He was a philosopher of considerable
stature who exerted a lasting influence upon the discipline through
his pupils, a factor strengthened by the long span of his active ca-
reer, as compared with other key figures of logical positivism such
as Moritz Schlick (1882-1936), Otto Neurath (1882-1945) and Hans
Reichenbach (1891-1953). Thus, he came to define logical positivism
for future generations. Moreover, although Schlick, Neurath and
Reichenbach each differed from Carnap on important points, Car-
nap may be seen as the universal logical positivist in his constant
effort to mediate and overcome these differences. He did so through
his celebrated neutralism, of which structuralism is a main element.
Carnap’s work constitutes a microcosm of logical positivism, and
a suitable object of the investigation I will conduct in the follow-
ing. The purely technical disagreements among the leading logical
positivists were exacerbated by an intermixture with the political
schism between liberals and materialist Marxists within the Vienna
Circle. Moritz Schlick, the founder of the Circle, would represent
the former, while Otto Neurath would be the most prominent ex-
ponent of the latter position. These are the special features that give
logical positivist structuralism its particular flavour.
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As Carnap himself indicates in the programmatic piece “Uber-
windung der Metaphysik durch logische Analyse der Sprache” (Car-
nap 1932)," logical positivism pursues a negative and a positive
project. The negative project is the eradication of metaphysics, to
be achieved by strict adherence to the empiricist maxim that all
statements about the empirical world must be grounded in experi-
ence, and experience only. The positive project is to lay bare, and
refine, the structure of (natural) science.

This tidy dual picture is a simplification, however, as the two
programmes were inextricably intertwined. A substantial part of the
positive programme consisted in eliminating metaphysical aspects
of science itself, i.e. elements that did not conform to empiricist
strictures upon meaning. Beyond this on the positive side, Carnap
made important contributions to the analysis of probabilistic rea-
soning in science, but this would happen largely in the later phase
of his career, after his migration to the USA.

It has become customary in recent literature on logical posi-
tivism, and especially on Carnap’s contribution, to downplay its
continuity with classical empiricism. The trend was initiated by
Michael Friedman in an important series of articles, later collected
in a volume entitled Reconsidering Logical Positivism (Friedman 1999).
The supposed connection with classical empiricism is dismissed
as largely an artefact of Ayer’s rather superficial depiction of log-
ical positivism in his widely read book Language, Truth and Logic
(Ayer 1936). Instead, it is argued, Carnap’s thought was rooted in
neo-Kantianism, the main concern of which was the objectivity of
scientific knowledge. Now, it is indeed true that Carnap received
his academic training in the neo-Kantian intellectual environment
dominant in Germany in his youth, and his philosophy may be
construed as a meta-logical solution to the neo-Kantian search for
objective structures in scientific knowledge. But it is equally true,
as also documented in the recent literature,? that Carnap fought

1. In the following, I quote from the English translation of the article published in
Ayer, ed., Logical Positivism. Glencoe, Ill.: The Free Press, 60—81, where it is entitled
“Elimination of Metaphysics through Logical Analysis of Language”.

2. Friedman (1996).
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vigorously against metaphysical speculation in a way that is intel-
lectually continuous with the efforts of classical empiricism. His
critique of Heidegger’s “existential phenomenology” is a famous
(to some philosophers, infamous) and paradigmatic example. This
constituted the negative aspect of the logical positivist agenda,
and it is undeniable that Carnap was aware of its affinity with the
anti-metaphysical efforts of British empiricism, especially Hume.
Carnap mentions the “empiricists of the 19™ century” in the open-
ing paragraph of the “Wiederlegung” as a previous instalment of
the same anti-metaphysical effort, although one lacking the logical
instruments needed to succeed. The anti-metaphysical argument
reappears in most of Carnap’s major works, including those sub-
sequent to the “Wiederlegung”, although it is now an aspect of the
“positive” project of devising suitable languages for the conduct
of science.® In more general terms, to deny a link between British
empiricism and the group of German and Austrian philosophers
under discussion here would be to suggest that the name “logical
empiricism” was adopted by them in a state of absentmindedness,
and its implications never reflected upon. There is no reason to
treat the neo-Kantian and empiricist elements of Carnap’s thought
as mutually exclusive.

The neglect of the neo-Kantian background to Carnap’s phi-
losophy was not a peculiarity of Ayer’s presentation and was not
generated by it. Neo-Kantianism, and even Kant himself for all the
admired depth of his thought, were regarded by British philoso-
phers of the early and mid-20"* century as a retrograde epicycle in
the history of modern philosophy, a misguided attempt to salvage
something from the bankruptcy of rationalist a priorism. Instead,
the progressive line of modern philosophy was held, with consider-
able Anglocentrism, to be running from Hume (1711-1776) via Mill
(1806-1873) to Russell(1872-1970). Carnap was seen as continuing
Russell’s project, a reading made all the more natural by the fact
that Carnap had picked a sentence from Russell’s article “The Re-

3. For a thorough documentation of this point, see Popper’s “Demarcation between
Science and Metaphysics” in Popper (1963). For an account of the same development
in a less polemical tone of voice, see Carl G. Hempel (1964).
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lation of Sense-Data to Physics” (Russell 1914) as the motto for the
Aufbau. This interpretation of Carnap’s agenda is further supported
by Carnap’s “Intellectual Autobiography”, which forms the intro-
ductory chapter to the volume on Carnap in the Library on Living
Philosophers (Carnap 1963). Here, Carnap states that “the men who
had the strongest effect on my philosophical thinking were Frege
and Russell”, adding on the next page that “in my philosophical
thinking in general I learned most from Bertrand Russell” (Op. cit.,
12-13). Incidentally, in the article cited in the previous footnote,
Popper writes that “[Russell’s| influence upon Carnap and upon
us all was greater than anybody else’s”). From this perspective,
the powerful position of neo-Kantianism in German philosophy
at the time would appear as rather irrelevant. Ayer’s presentation
is an expression of this interpretation of Carnap’s work, not its in-
stigator. Incidentally, the influence of logical positivism in Britain
would soon be undermined by two arrivals from the continent, Karl
Popper (1902-1994) and Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951). Popper’s
falsificationism would offer a powerful alternative to logical posi-
tivist theory of science, regardless of how its philosophical ancestry
is understood, while Wittgenstein laid out a totally different and
revolutionary perspective upon language.

3. Carnap’s negative agenda

Let us first have a look at Carnap’s negative agenda, the campaign
against metaphysics as presented in “Elimination of Metaphysics
through Logical Analysis of Language”. It offers a particularly strin-
gent version of empiricism, as it declares non-empirical issues to be
strictly meaningless, not merely futile. The difference between earlier
critiques of metaphysics and the logical positivist one is that the
latter is armed with the sharp teeth of formal logic. Logical analysis
shows that the vague, “phenomenological” notion of meaning of a
sentence is correctly rendered as a question of what other sentences
are deducible from that sentence, and what sentences it is deducible
from (o0p. cit., 62). Eventually, in the case of meaningful sentences
about empirical matters, such deductive strings will terminate in
sentences recording immediate experience. (In formal disciplines
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such as logic and mathematics, the deductions — i.e. proofs — ter-
minate in the axioms of the particular formal system adopted.)
The totality of observation sentences exhausts the meaning of the
original sentence.

4. The positive agenda and structuralism

Next, the positive agenda, the rational reconstruction of science, in
which structuralism came to the forefront. The structuralist stance
was announced in Der logische Aufbau der Welt, which was Carnap’s
first major work. (In the following, I quote from the English trans-
lation, The Logical Structure of the World published in 1967, which
contains a bonus in the form of a new preface from Carnap).

Before I proceed to document the structuralist stance in the
Aufbau, and analyse the purposes it serves, let me remark briefly
upon its historical sources. One is formalist mathematics as devel-
oped by David Hilbert, which makes mathematics out to be purely
(syntactic) form without content. Another is Frege and Russell’s
logicism, which aims to derive arithmetic from formal logic and
indeed depicts the former as an extension of the latter. The point
was given a philosophical underpinning in Wittgenstein’s Tractatus,
a key thesis of which is the purely formal and structural character of
logic and mathematics. The two disciplines have no subject matter
of their own but simply reflect the formal framework in which hu-
man thought must be articulated. There are copious and generous
references to the writings of Frege, Russell and Wittgenstein in the
Aufbau.

Let me start with a few quotations from the Aufbau expressing the
structuralist stance. Science is essentially a public, intersubjective
mode of knowledge; hence a special strategy is required to make
room for it within the framework of a subjectivist epistemology.
The solution is structuralism:

The series of experiences is different for each subject. If we want to
achieve, in spite of this, agreement in the names for the entities which
are constructed on the basis of these experiences, then this cannot be
done by reference to the completely divergent content, but only through
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the formal description of the structure of these entities. However, it is
still a problem how, through the application of uniform formal con-
struction rules, entities result which have a structure which is the same
for all subjects even though they are based on such immensely differ-
ent series of experiences. This is the problem of intersubjective reality.
We shall return to it later. Let it suffice for the moment to say that, for
science it is possible and at the same time necessary to restrict itself to structure
statements (p. 29, Italics in original).

So, at this initial step of the constructionist programme, structural-
ism serves as the key to making room for an intersubjective reality
in the first place. This is a requirement not only for science but also
for everyday knowledge. Next, we move to science proper:

In the following, we shall maintain and seek to establish the thesis that
science deals only with the description of structural properties of objects (p. 19).

. each scientific statement can in principle be so transformed that it is
nothing but a structure statement. (p. 29).

We are reminded of the importance of this in the face of the em-
piricist semantics:

But this transformation is not only possible, it is imperative. For science
aims at expressing what is objective, and whatever does not belong to
the structure but to the material (i.e. anything that can be pointed out in
a concrete ostensive definition) is, in the final analysis, subjective (Ibid.).

Most observational terms would suffer from being “material” in
the sense of the Carnap quote above, i.e. being something that can
be pointed to. Such sensory terms as “red” and other colour terms
can only be defined by ostensive definition, i.e. by pointing to one
of their instances. And this would make them incurably subjective.
Thus, they have to be replaced or superseded by structural terms.

Carnap goes on to specify the concept of structure, which adds
a further layer of abstraction to the concept of relations:

63



A PHILOSOPHICAL STRUCTURALISM SCI.DAN.H. 8 - 21

In a structure description, only the structure of the relation is indicated,
i.e., the totality of its formal properties. ... By formal properties of a
relation, we mean those that can be formulated without reference to the
meaning of the relation of the type of objects between which it holds.
They are the subject of the theory of relations. The formal properties
of relations can be defined exclusively with the aid of logical symbols,
i.e., ultimately with the aid of the few fundamental symbols which form
the basis of logistics (symbolic logic) (p. 21).

It is not for nothing that the title of the book refers to the logical
structure of the world!

With these steps, the requirements of scientific objectivity (inter-
subjectivity) have been taken care of: Human experience exhibits
robust structural features, which are intersubjectively communicable
and hence constitute a shared, intersubjectively verifiable aspect
of reality. Hence, they are also open to investigation through the
systematic efforts of science. The scientific effort results in theories
the concepts of which capture these fundamental structural features
of intersubjective reality.

5. Structuralism and political ideology

This step, however, does nothing to ease the ideological tensions
within logical positivism between idealists and materialists: Are
these structures fundamentally structures of an ideational nature,
or are they material? Are they structures in the pool of collective
human experience, or in a material reality?

This is the point where Carnap launches his neutralism: His
short answer is, both, but which of the two is salient depends on
the individual scientist’s concerns. This is the third point at which
structuralism comes to the rescue. The overall constructional system
of scientific concepts is structural in a sense that elevates it above
the level of its component’s concepts (as captured in the previous
point). Each node in the system may be filled with different con-
tents, while the overall structural relationships between nodes re-
main fixed. The main contenders as fillers are, respectively, concepts
defined in experiential, observational terms, and concepts couched
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in materialistic terms. The formal requirement imposed upon the
fillers is extensional equivalence, which means that sentences featuring
one filler must retain its truth value (true or false) if replaced with
one of the alternatives.

Carnap mentions psycho-physical duality as an example of such
equivalence (Op. cit. 92). At the time, establishing psycho-physical
identities was just an optimistic dream, way beyond the reach of
the observational techniques of the day, and without any basis in
existing theories about the brain’s workings, so Carnap provides
no concrete examples. During the later revival of psycho-physical
identity theory in the 1960s, however, one example gained prom-
inence, viz. the identity between pain and the firing of so-called
C-fibres in the brain.* This example would have served Carnap well:
The relevant slot in the overall construction scheme might be filled
alternatively with the phenomenal term “pain” and the materialist,
physiological term “firing of C-fibres”.

We may clarify Carnap’s notion of construction by assimilating
it to the more familiar and closely related concept of reduction. The
empiricist aspect of construction corresponds to the reduction of
complex terms to simpler ones by definition, and we may refer to
this as definitional reduction (or construction). The scientistic aspect
of construction corresponds to the reduction of observational terms,
or at least terms from the “lifeworld”, to the theoretical terms of
science. A familiar example would be the reduction of water to HyO.
We may refer to this as explanatory reduction (or construction), since
it depends on the possibility of explaining the “lifeworld” phenom-
enon in terms of its theoretical twin, e.g. explaining the observable
properties of water in terms of nuclear chemistry.

Intuitively, the two kinds of construction proceed in opposite
directions, which we may term “downwards” and “upwards”, re-
spectively. Definitional construction moves upwards from simple
terms and concepts towards complex ones. To satisfy the empiri-
cist strictures of the constructivist programme, such construction
must start out from the level of simple observational concepts. This
follows from the verifiability criterion, which requires meaningful

4. See for instance Smart (1959).
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theoretical terms to be translatable into observational terms. Down-
wards construction is the explanation of observational phenomena
in terms of their counterparts within higher-level theories. This is
the derivation of the observable properties of “water” from its the-
oretical sibling “H,O”, in combination with chemical theory, and of
the observational property “colour” from its theoretical counterpart,
“light of such-and-such wavelengths”. This is the scientistic aspect
of the programme.

In terms of Carnap’s philosophical project in the Aufbau, how-
ever, this difference in direction is irrelevant. At each level of the
constructed conceptual hierarchy, whether traversed in the upwards
or downwards direction, the experiential and the materialist descrip-
tions of its occupant will be extensionally equivalent. A sentence
referring to one occupant will retain its truth value (true or false)
if a reference to an appropriately selected alternative occupant is
substituted.

Thus, the constructional system, which organizes the entire body
of scientific concepts, is a structure of nodes, or slots, that allow
alternative fillings. Different types of filling serve different projects
within the overall scientific enterprise. What is philosophically im-
portant is the system of nodes, not the actual fillings. This is the
key point of Carnap’s structuralism, which, to him, serves the im-
portant additional purpose of reconciling the two factions of the
neo-positivist movement.

But is there still not an additional issue to be pondered, i.e. what
reality is like in itself, independently of any particular scientific
investigational aim? In particular, it might appear that definitional
construction in experiential terms would imply an idealist ontology,
whereas explanatory construction would indicate a physicalist or at
least materialist ontology. Don’t we have to choose between them?
Carnap’s answer is an emphatic no. Any such verdict would be
metaphysical, in the strict logical sense of being beyond possible
verification and hence being meaningless. Carnap impresses this
point upon his reader in the final section of the Aufbau.

In the meantime, Carnap had worked out the position in detail
in the article “Empiricism, Semantics and Ontology” from 1950.
Here, he introduced a distinction between internal and external
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questions that may be raised with respect to any scientific theory.
Truth is an internal property of a theory, which means that the
truth value of any sentence articulated within it is decided in terms
of the specific methods of the theory, and the resulting truths are
couched in the vocabulary of the theory. Questions as to whether
a true theory “corresponds” to reality are external, as they cannot
be answered within the framework of the theory itself. Nor can
they be answered by any other scientific theory, which means that
they are metaphysical and hence strictly empirically meaningless.

6. Definitional construction runs into trouble

Now back to the Aufbau. So far, we have dealt mainly with the meth-
odological preamble to the book, and with its concluding anti-meta-
physical section. In the bulk of the book, Carnap focused upon
what I called “definitional” construction. Still, what was launched
in the Aufbau was just a programme, and in the process of unfolding
this programme over the following years, the tensions inherent in
logical positivism from the start would gradually surface.

Let us examine how this programme slowly ran into trouble.
A problem inherent in its very foundations came to a head in the
article “Testability and Meaning” from 1936-37. Here, Carnap in-
troduced a relaxation of the definitional link between scientific
terms and their empirical basis. This move was forced upon him
as a side-effect of his commitment to a purely extensional analysis
of language. The difficulty manifested itself even with such simple
terms as “soluble in water”. Intuitively, this could be translated as

x is soluble in water = x will dissolve if placed in water

If we read the right-hand side of this equation extensionally i.e. as
the material implication

a is placed in water = a dissolves
it is formally equivalent to the disjunction

a is not placed in water V a dissolves.
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This sentence is true for any x that is not placed in water, which
means that the definition makes anything that is not placed in wa-
ter soluble, including sticks, stones, cars and mountains. This is of
course unacceptable.

To get around this problem, Carnap introduced the technical
device of “reduction sentences”. This is a sentential structure con-
sisting of a bi-conditional specifying the observational criterion for
the defined property, embedded in a material conditional, the an-
tecedent of which specifies the experimental setting for the test, thus:

x is placed in water = (x is water soluble < x dissolves).

Thereby, the test criterion is restricted to items that are placed in
water, thus avoiding making everything not so placed soluble. This
comes at the price, however, of failing to tell us what it means for
a thing not placed in water to be water soluble. Hence, the logical
positivists’ “operational” definition of dispositional terms could
only be partial.

This problem stemmed solely from the meaning-theoretical stric-
tures of logical positivism. Soon, other problems would crop up that
reflected genuine features of the subject matter under investigation,
i.e. the nature of theoretical concepts. Carnap would grapple with
these problems in a sequence of publications stretching from the
late 1930s to the mid-1960s. The ultimate formulation of his position
is given in Philosophical Foundations of Physics from 1966, which is a
transcript of lectures Carnap held in the late 1950s, subsequently
edited and published by Martin Gardner with extensive collabo-
ration from Carnap.

One problem addressed in this sequence of texts is that theo-
retical concepts have multiple operational criteria. This is a con-
sequence of the fact that theoretical concepts integrate a plurality
of different phenomena under one conceptual heading, each of
which conversely serves as evidence of the theoretical construct.
For instance, there are many different tests for establishing that an
object is electrically charged. For each of these, a separate reduction
sentence must be provided, stating the specific test conditions in
its antecedent. Hence, each reduction sentence delivers only part
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of a fuller definition of a theoretical term into observational ones.
The partial definition issue represented a technical challenge to the
formalization of scientific theories but hardly worried Carnap as
a substantial problem in the philosophy of science, as extant defi-
nitions could be supplemented with additional clauses whenever
new kinds of evidence emerged. The problem would eventually
vanish with the articulation of a complete and all-encompassing
Einheitswissenschaft.

7. The interdefinition of theoretical terms

Carnap would gradually come to realize that there is an even deeper
source of the need for partial definition of theoretical terms in sci-
ence. When it comes to the most abstract terms at the core of physics
and other advanced scientific theories, they are not individually
translatable into observation terms, but only collectively. No obser-
vational implications follow if only one theoretical parameter is tied
down, values must also be assigned to the other key parameters of
the theory. The cluster of terms at the core of a physical theory are
tied together by a network of logical implications. These constitute
implicit definitions of those terms, which are then collectively tied
to observational test conditions by what Carnap called “correspon-
dence rules”.

An example — not Carnap’s own — might be Darwinian evolu-
tionary theory. We may conveniently start with the familiar slogan
of the theory, “survival of the fittest”. This is often suspected of
being a tautology, since the fittest must be defined as those who
survive. This is correct so far as it goes, but it is not the full story,
since Darwinian theory requires that the superior fit of the surviv-
ing individual can be traced back to an anatomical or behavioural
Jeature that sets it apart from the co-specific individuals who did less
well in the competition for survival. If this feature is inheritable, it will
be passed on to the offspring of the successful specimen, who will
thus inherit the evolutionary advantage enjoyed by their ancestor, and
the superior gene will eventually come to dominate the gene pool.
In time, this will lead to the formation of an entirely new species,
construed as a population of interbreeding animals.
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The above text specifies the content of Darwinian evolutionary
theory, with the interdefined theoretical terms indicated in italics.
Notice that this definitional feature does not make the theory true
by definition: There is the stage where you define your terms, and
the stage where you take your terms and definitions out into the
field and check whether anything out there corresponds to them.
This applies to the intricately interdefined terms of a scientific theory
as much as it applies to the simple definitional truth of “unicorn
= horse-like creature with a long spiralled horn on the front of its
head”. This definitional truth notoriously does not guarantee the
existence of unicorns.

In the context of scientific practice, the formal-semantic points
made above mean that until the theoretical work is completed, we
do not really know what we are talking about when using the theo-
retical terms of the theory, such as “atom”, “quark” or “spin”. They
refer to something-we-do-not-fully-know-what, but which we get
to know ever better through our efforts of theoretical elaboration
and experimental testing.

This may be compared to the way police, during their investiga-
tion of a particular horrendous string of murders, may refer to the
killer as “Jack the Ripper”. That term is really shorthand for “The
person, whoever that may be, who did this to victim 1, that thing
to victim 2, yet another thing to victim 3 ... all the way down to
victim n”. There is an assumption made in this that goes beyond
the naked evidence, i.e. that all of this was the work of one person.
To put it in logical terms, this is really an existentially quantified
sentence saying “There is one and only one person who did this to
victim 1, that thing to victim 2 etc.”

8. Carnap adopts Ramsey sentences

In the case of science, what we are looking for is not a “thing” or
entity, however, but a structure. Structures, as we learn from Carnap,
are abstractions from systems of relations, and the pure structure
shines forth when we remove all substantial fillings from its nodes
(as we are obliged to do by Carnap’s ontological “neutralism”). We
can bring out the point in terms of our little toy example above,
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since it is already relational: The murderer’s gruesome molestations
of his victims are, logically speaking, just as many relations between
murderer and victims. We can “neutralize” the London Police’s
conjecture about the identity of the culprit by replacing all relations
and all individual references with variables, all within the scope of
nested existential quantifiers. The result is along the lines of “There
isanx and ayand a z ... and relations R and S and T... such that
xRy and xSz ... etc”.

When completely and correctly formalized in predicate logic and
the logic of relations, the result is a so-called “Ramsey sentence”,
named after the British philosopher Frank Ramsey (1905-1930).
Ramsey suggested this format in an analysis of some earlier simi-
lar work by Bertrand Russell, and Carnap adopted it, with some
technical modifications that are not relevant here.

Carnap’s espousal of a Ramsey-style articulation of scientific
theories highlights the formalistic, language-oriented nature of his
approach. When talking about structure, Carnap does not have in
mind the kind of spatial structures that would once be referred to a
“primary qualities” of things, to be contrasted with the “secondary
qualities” which are only bestowed upon them by our human senses.
To the extent that reality possesses spatial properties (which is prob-
ably the case), they figure in the theory as fillers (arguments) in the
slots in the Ramsey sentence that articulates it. The fundamental
structure of the world is linguistic, and the language in question is
that of the logical calculi, including the logic of relations. This point
is indeed already foreshadowed in the Introduction to Aufbau, where
Carnap declares that the aim of the project may equally be described
as the construction of concepts as of things. Talking about the struc-
ture of the word and talking about the logico-linguistic structures
in which we capture it basically comes to the same thing. Carnap’s
understanding of scientific theories has rightly been described as
syntactic, where the syntax in question is that of formal logic.

Hence care should be taken when translating the Ramsey sen-
tence into ordinary language. The standard reading of the existential
quantification would go along the lines of “There exists something
that has the following structure ...” This would invite speculation
as to what this something is — is it e.g. a material thing, or an ide-
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ational manifold? But this would mean falling into the metaphysical
trap. Instead, the Ramsey sentence merely asserts the existence of
a certain structure, which, innocuously, may be thought of simply
as the structure of the sentence itself, as displayed in any concrete
token of it.

9. Philosophical and linguistic structuralism

Let us now take stock, summarizing the points on which logical
positivist philosophy of science (as developed by Carnap) resem-
bles structuralism within linguistics. In the first place, it deals with
structures. Secondly, it is strongly focused on language: The struc-
tures articulated by science are fundamentally logico-linguistic,
rather than, say, spatio-temporal. Third, there is great emphasis
upon structural interdefinition of terms. Fourthly, logical positivist
philosophy of science is synchronic, with no regard for the history
of science or for the social process though which a particular theory
emerges victorious. True, Carnap would grant that we are not yet
in possession of a finished Einheitswissenschaft, which means that
partial definition must play a large role in our analysis of the sci-
entific edifice. But this shortcoming will disappear in the fullness
of time. Fifthly, the entire enterprise is inspired by an (idealized)
conception of natural science and in particular theoretical physics.

As we wait for the final unifying “theory of everything”, there are
no rational steps we can take to speed up the progress of research
beyond cleansing extant science of metaphysical residue. Logical
positivists labelled the dynamic aspect of science as the “context
of discovery” and put it aside as basically a-rational and hence
outside the scope of philosophical analysis. The Carnapian analysis
of science may thus fairly be called retrospective, since it basically
limits the scientific enterprise to the regimentation of experiential
data already garnered. Every other aspect is a-rational and hence
really a-scientific. The context of discovery is a part of the praxis of
science, which in general resists rational analysis. It is so to speak
the parole of science, to be kept strictly apart from its langue, which
alone permits rational reconstruction.
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10. Late logical positivism and the Kuhnian revolution

Gradually, however, second-generation logical positivists would
begin to strain against the shackles of this narrow analysis. It was
felt by such figures as Ernest Nagel (1901-1985) and Carl G. Hempel
(1905-1997) that something could be said, philosophically, even
about the dynamic aspect of science. Theoretical concepts have a
function beyond organizing what we already know, as they also
serve to guide us towards further possible discoveries. In brief,
theories have a heuristic role. Moreover, Hempel and Nagel would
begin to recognize the function of theoretical models at this point. As
scientists themselves would report, they do not grasp theories only
in terms of an abstract linguistic formulation (and certainly not in
terms of the abstract Ramsey formula), but typically also in terms
of an analogical model. This model captures what is known so far
but possesses additional traits that point towards further aspects
of reality, to be explored through subsequent development of the
theory and testing in future experiments. Models support a type of
analogical reasoning that serves an important heuristic function in
science. These ideas would emerge in the writings of Hempel and
Nagel in the late 1950s and early 60s.°

The final phase of logical positivist theory of science of the early
1960s, in which these changes took place, is richly deserving of
examination in its own right, but I have to bypass it here for lack
of space. Instead, I will shift focus towards a celebrated figure in
20th century philosophy of science who radicalized and fused many
of the novel ideas emerging within late logical positivist theory of
science, and in so doing finally eclipsed the latter. That figure is
Thomas S. Kuhn (1922-1996).

Let me swiftly run through Kuhn’s celebrated paradigm theory
to indicate where it contradicted logical positivist orthodoxy. First,
logical positivism’s a-historical, synchronic approach: Kuhn made
a “historical turn”, introduced in the very opening paragraph of
the book:

5. Cf. Hempel (1958), Nagel (1961).
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History, if viewed as more than a repository for anecdote or chronology,
could produce a decisive transformation in the image of science by
which we are now possessed. That image has previously been drawn,
even by scientists themselves, mainly from the study of finished scientific
achievements as these are recorded in the classics and, more recently,
in the textbooks from which each new scientific generation learns to
practice its trade. ... This essay attempts to show that we have been
misled by them in fundamental ways. Its aim is a sketch of the quite
different concept of science that can emerge from the historical record
of the research activity itself.

We may rightly see what is announced here as the reverse of the
movement by which Saussurean structuralist linguistics broke away
from its historically oriented forebears.

Another key point on which Kuhn reversed logical positivist
orthodoxy concerns the programme of “construction” of theoret-
ical concepts in terms of observational ones. According to Kuhn,
it is rather the other way around: Observational terms are heavily
saturated with theoretical assumptions, hence cannot be used for
neutral construction of theoretical terms.

Finally, Kuhn made room for scientific praxis within the compass
of the philosophy of science, reversing the exclusive focus of logi-
cal positivism upon the abstract final product of scientific activity,
the linguistic articulations of scientific theories. This was Kuhn’s
celebrated analysis of “normal science” as inevitably producing a
growing number of “anomalies”, leading first to “extraordinary sci-
ence” and eventually to a scientific revolution and a paradigm shift.
By this broadening of scope, the “parole” of science was made a
legitimate part of the philosophy of science alongside its “langue”.

Thus, the opening paragraphs of Kuhn’s text may fairly be called
a declaration of war on the logical positivist picture of science. Log-
ical positivism is not mentioned in these paragraphs, however, nor
anywhere else in the treatise. The reason probably is that Kuhn did
not have a very precise picture of logical positivism, but only what
he would later call “an everyday image” of it, and it was against
this he rebelled (Cf. Andersen 2001, 11f.). In the Introduction to
Structure, Kuhn states that the picture of science which he hopes to
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overturn has been presented “even by scientists themselves”. This
hints that this picture mainly originated among people who were
not scientists or at least had no practical experience with scientific
research, and that it is surprising that scientists would adopt it. But
Kuhn does not reveal who these other people are.

It is a well-known fact that Kuhn’s tract was originally published
in the Foundations of the Unity of Science, the series instituted by
Carnap and other leading positivists to serve as an outlet for their
publications on the unification of science. Kuhn would later confess
that he was not really familiar with Carnap’s writings, in which case
he would no doubt have recognized an anticipation of his views
about truth in scientific theories in Carnap’s “Empiricism, Seman-
tics, and Ontology” (Cf. Andersen 2001, 12). Like Carnap, Kuhn
rejected as meaningless the question whether or not our theories,
even the best among them, are true of reality:

A scientific theory is usually felt to be better than its predecessors not
only in the sense that it is a better instrument for discovering and solving
puzzles but also because it is somehow a better representation of what
nature is really like. One often hears that successive theories grow ever
closer to, or approximate more and more closely to, the truth. Appar-
ently generalizations like that refer not to the puzzle-solutions and the
concrete predictions derived from a theory but rather to its ontology, to
the match, that is, between the entities with which the theory postulates
nature and what is “really there”.

Perhaps there is some other way of salvaging the notion of “truth”
for application to whole theories, but this one will not do. There is, I
think, no theory-independent way to reconstruct the notion of ‘really
there’; the notion of a match between the ontology of a theory and
its “real” counterpart in nature now seems to me illusive in principle
(Kuhn 1962/1970, 206).

This reads like a page straight out of Carnap’s 1950 article, which
does not, however, diminish the magnitude of Kuhn’s divergence
from logical positivist doctrine on the points previously men-
tioned. Moreover, unlike Carnap, Kuhn did not arrive at his
conclusions through the logical analysis of the constraints on
semantic meaningfulness, but instead through reflection on the
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history of science, “viewed as more than a repository for anecdote
or chronology”.

In the view of most modern philosophers of science, Carnap’s
long detour through logico-linguistic (“syntactic”) considerations
was a distraction and a waste of intellectual resources better em-
ployed elsewhere. This had been Karl Popper’s main complaint
about the programme all along, going back to his discussions with
Carnap in the earliest days of the Vienna Circle. The point is ac-
cepted even by those who do not subscribe to Popper’s scientific
realism, but share Carnap’s anti-realist or a-realist conception of
science. I will end with a quote from a prominent modern philoso-
pher of science, Bas van Fraassen (1941-), whose “constructive empir-
icism” shows considerable points of similarity with Carnap’s view:

Perhaps the worst consequence of the syntactic approach was the way
it focussed attention on philosophically irrelevant technical questions.
It is hard not to conclude that those discussions of axiomatizability in
restricted vocabularies, ‘theoretical terms’, Craig’s theorem, ‘reduction
sentences’, ‘empirical languages’, Ramsey and Carnap sentences, were
one and all off the mark-solutions to purely self-generated problems,
and philosophically irrelevant. (1980, 56)

This assessment of the merits of Carnap’s structuralist-syntactic
approach to the philosophy of science is probably correct. To do
justice to Carnap’s place in 20™ century philosophy, however, we
have to keep in mind that to him, the analysis of science was part
of a grander project, i.e. the promotion of a “Wissenschafliche Wel-
tauffassung” to serve as an antidote to the intellectual obscuran-
tism and political radicalization he witnessed in Austria and his
native Germany. To assist him in the cause, he had joined a circle
of like-minded people, the Wiener Kreis, and he was instrumental
in expanding it into an international movement under the name
of “logical positivism”. Apart from their shared commitment to a
mode of political rationality inspired by the standards of natural
science, the members of this movement had rather divergent polit-
ical and intellectual convictions. Carnap’s neutralist, syntactic and
structuralist analysis of science must also be viewed as an attempt
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to overcome these internal differences, thereby keeping together a
group of brilliant academics in their good fight against the dark
political forces that were gaining strength in Europe. This is an
effort for which one cannot fail to feel deep sympathy.
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Many Meetings. An overview of
historical encounters between
structuralism and phenomenology

Patrick Flack
University of Fribourg

Abstract. We offer here a panoramic overview of the many, but lit-
tle-known, concrete historical encounters between the traditions of struc-
turalism and phenomenology. In particular, we evoke no less than five
examples of such meetings in the works of the Moscow Linguistic Circle,
Hendrik Pos (1898-1953), Kita Megrelidze (1900-1944), Tran Duc Thao
(1917-1993), and Giovanni Piana (1940—2019). Our objective hereby is
to strengthen the case for an understanding of structuralism that is at-
tuned more to its common achievements and shared theoretical aims with
phenomenology than to the two traditions’ punctual disagreements and
differences. This choice of a broad, contextualising method is not meant to
avoid or to divert from the question of the precise conceptual intersections
and synergies (or divergences and incompatibilities) between structuralism
and phenomenology: it is motivated rather by the need to set this crucial,
potentially productive question in a context in which their various inter-
actions over the course of the 20th century are freed from the distorting,
anachronistic effects imposed as much by the powerful framing we have
inherited from the 1960s than by our usual focus on a limited number of
canonical figures and themes.

Keywords: History of Ideas, Phenomenology, Structuralism, Hen-
drik Pos, Russian Theory

1. Introduction

The relations of structural linguistics and structuralism with the
“phenomenological movement” (cf. Spiegelberg 1960) can be char-
acterised as contested, in at least two ways. Firstly, they were defined
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in the 1960s by well-known and often fierce debates, through which
proponents of both traditions sought to distance themselves from
the other (Michel Foucault’s rejection of Jean-Paul Sartre’s existen-
tialism, Paul Ricoeur’s or Emmanuel Levinas’ criticism of Claude
Lévi-Strauss’ formalism and atheism respectively). But, secondly,
the disjunctive framing that has resulted from these antagonistic
interactions is ifself a matter of historiographical debate. Instead
of seeing the two movements as competing, opposed traditions,
several major structuralists (Roman Jakobson) and phenomenol-
ogists (Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Jan Patocka) explicitly sought to
build bridges between them. A critical trend initiated by Elmar
Holenstein in the 1970s (Holenstein 1975), moreover, has brought
forward ever more convincing arguments in defence of the hypoth-
esis that structuralism and phenomenology, far from being polar
opposites, share some of their most fundamental methodological
aims, as well as a common, entangled history (cf. Parret 1983, 2018,
Puech 1985, 2013, Schmidt 1985, Cadiot & Visetti 2001, Coquet 2007,
Avtonomova 2009, Rosenthal & Visetti 2010, Bondi & La Mantia
2015, Sonesson 2015, Stawarska 2015, 2018, 2020, Piotrowski 2017,
Aurora 2017, 2020, Aurora & De Angelis 2018).°

My objective here is to strengthen the case for an understanding
of structuralism that is attuned more to its common achievements
and shared theoretical aims with phenomenology than to the two
traditions’ punctual disagreements and differences. To do so, I opt
for a historical, panoramic approach that highlights and contextu-
alises half a dozen figures in whose work structuralism and phe-
nomenology met in constructive fashion. This choice of a broad,
contextualising method is not meant to avoid or to divert from the
question of the precise conceptual intersections and synergies (or
divergences and incompatibilities) between structuralism and phe-
nomenology: it is motivated rather by the need to set this crucial,
potentially productive question in a context in which their various
interactions over the course of the 20th century are freed from the
distorting, anachronistic effects imposed as much by the powerful

6. For the sake of full disclosure as much of self-interest, I add my contributions,
summarised in Flack (2018).
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framing we have inherited from the 1960s than by our usual focus
on a limited number of canonical figures and themes.

Given the immense reception and prominence achieved by the
likes of Foucault, Ricoeur, Derrida, Deleuze, or Chomsky, there
is no need to go into too much detail regarding the fact that their
views have been foundational in informing our current perception
of structuralism’s and phenomenology’s allegedly difficult relations.
It is useful, however, to remind ourselves that the theories of all the
above-mentioned thinkers were themselves formulated in some form
of inner polemical confrontation with either structuralism or phe-
nomenology (or indeed with both) and that the post-war reception
and transmission of these two traditions, especially in France and
in the United States, was anything but neutral. The 1960s overall
constitute an uneasy, historiographically problematic moment that
was concerned less with hermeneutic faithfulness and tradition than
with the creative, idiosyncratic, even iconoclastic appropriation of
the profoundly ambiguous intellectual legacy of the interwar pe-
riod — and with the formulation of its own, radically new paradigms
and socio-political frameworks. This is enough, I think, to intimate
that the confrontational framing of the relation of structuralism
and phenomenology that was produced at that particular juncture
in time should not be taken as a final, objective point of reference,
but rather as a very particular, specific point of view that is open
not only to criticism, but to a complete reassessment.

Next to the well-known antagonistic debates of the 1960s, an-
other barrier or limitation to a positive reappraisal of structural-
ism’s entanglement with phenomenology has been an excessively
narrow, piece-meal focus and a disproportionate emphasis on
certain selected episodes or arguments in the existing literature
on the subject. Most of the ink spent so far on rehabilitating the
fundamental compatibility and entanglement of phenomenology
and structuralism, indeed, has usually been devoted to one of the
key figures of either movement (usually Ferdinand de Saussure or
Roman Jakobson for structuralism, Edmund Husserl or Maurice
Merleau-Ponty for phenomenology) and to a careful analysis and
staking out of the extent to which their ideas either depended upon
or were influential for the other tradition. Most often, the compar-
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ison is narrowed down to the concrete reception of one figure by
another — e.g. Merleau-Ponty’s reading of Saussure (Puech 1985,
Stawarska 2015, Piotrowski 2017) or Jakobson’s interpretation of
Husserl’s mereology and theory of foundation [Fundierung| (Holen-
stein 1975, Aurora 2017).

This has of course the advantage of allowing for very precise ar-
guments both on the concrete modalities of the historical encounter
between the two thinkers under discussion in each specific case.
But a significant drawback of this method is that it usually fails to
embrace structuralism and phenomenology in their own diversities’
and thus often reduces the general problem of their compatibility
or common programme to technical details that are specific to the
two authors under discussion. As such, it also opens up space for
criticisms on these points of detail, which can then reinforce the view
that structuralism and phenomenology are fundamentally incom-
patible traditions (e.g. Steiner 1975, Chiss & Puech 1980, Swiggers
1981, as well as all the bilateral feuds of the 1960s). Such criticisms,
no doubt, are often warranted and interesting, leading to a more
nuanced understanding of the relation between individual thinkers.
There is certainly a case, for example, for thinking that Holenstein
overstates the extent of Jakobson’s debt to Husserl, or for seeing
in Merleau-Ponty’s reception of Saussure not an appropriation of
his linguistics, but a creative, “unfaithful” reading not unlike that
of Derrida. But the point remains that these punctual flashes of
disagreements are only isolated aspects of what could and should
be broached as a much broader, fundamentally diverse and com-
plex relation.

My general point, in this sense, is that one would do well to
move away from bilateral contrasts (whether negative, i.e. Sartre
— Foucault, Lévi-Strauss — Ricoeur, or positive i.e. Husserl — Jakob-

7. To take just the case of phenomenology, there are for example marked differences
already between the early and the late Husserl, and even more so between the onto-
logico-existential path pursued by Heidegger or Sartre, the sociological approach
of Alfred Schutz, or more recent attempts to bring phenomenology closer to the
cognitive sciences (Varela, Gallagher, Zahavi). Obviously, the relation of each of these
strands of phenomenological philosophy to structural thought is very different.
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son, Saussure — Merleau-Ponty) when dealing with the relations
between structuralism and phenomenology, and to focus instead
on the multilateral processes of exchanges and dialogues between
them. One is only helped in doing so, I contend, by shifting from
the tutelary, canonical figures and their specific choices of theoret-
ical emphasis to the dense network of secondary figures who took
part in the development and institutionalisation of phenomenology
and structuralism. Such a shift in focus, indeed, has the doubly
virtuous effect of providing a wider context to both traditions, cen-
tering not authorial figures and individual texts but the networked,
entangled structure of both movements.®

A final ingredient justifying the comparative approach I advocate
is simply the astonishing quantity of marginalised and neglected his-
torical cases where phenomenology and structuralism productively
met. Without seeking to be either truly exhaustive and systematic, I
will focus here on no less than five such examples, listed more or less
chronologically: the Moscow Linguistic Circle — in particular Gustav
Spet (1879-1937), Rozalija Sor (1894-1939), Maksim Konigsberg
(1900-1924) —, Hendrik Pos (1898-1955), Kita Megrelidze (1900-
1944), Tran Duc Thao (1917-1993), and Giovanni Piana (1940-2019).°
In passing, one can note that the national and linguistic diversity of
this list (Russian, Dutch, Georgian, Vietnamese, Italian) provides
a first hint as to the reasons behind their long-standing neglect
and the absence, up to now, of an attempt to bring them together.
As I will try to outline in the following pages, however, they are
not as disparate and unrelated as first meets the eye: all of them
share more or less direct and conscious relations with the contexts
of the early Soviet Union and of interwar Czechoslovakia, which
themselves should therefore be considered as the main “theatres”
of the productive encounters of structuralism and phenomenology.

8. Such effects have been achieved by Spiegelberg (1960) for phenomenology, by
Goldsmith & Laks (2019) for the human sciences in general, and to a limited extent
by myself (Flack 2016) for structuralism.

9. To these, one could add Aaron Gurwitsch (1901-1973), Jacques English, Giovanni
Stanghellini, which I leave aside here, both out a lack of space and of appropriate
knowledge.
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2. The Moscow Linguistic Circle: Spet, Sor, Kénigsberg

The Moscow Linguistic Circle was one of the two key institutions
of Russian formalism (along with the Society for the Study of Poetic
Language [OPOJAZ]) and is well-known as having contributed to
fundamentally transform linguistics and literary studies, in partic-
ular by advocating for a more scientific, methodologically specific
approach to literature and the poetic dimension of language.'® The
Moscow Linguistic Circle is both an obvious and a slightly provocative
choice to begin an overview of structuralism’s encounters with phe-
nomenology. The obvious reason for including the Moscow Linguistic
Circle is that it is clearly linked to structuralism, not only through
the person of Roman Jakobson, its most famous member, but also
through its role as an inspiration for the Cercle linguistique de Prague,
as well as its status as an institution of Russian formalism, a move-
ment that is recognised as one of the main laboratories of struc-
turalist thought. The phenomenological dimension of the Moscow
Linguistic Circle, whilst less known, is also self-evident: Gustav Spet,
a student and translator of Husserl as well as the philosopher who
introduced phenomenology in Russia, was a regular member of the
circle. Spet’s interest in Husserlian phenomenology also influenced
the linguist Rozalija Sor and the verse specialist Maxim Konisgberg,
two further members of the Moscow Linguistic Circle.

The provocative aspect of using the Moscow Linguistic Circle as an
example of an encounter between structuralism and phenomenol-
ogy lies, perhaps surprisingly, with the term “structuralist” itself. At
the time of the Moscow Linguistic Circle’s activities — which started
in 1915, before the publication of Saussure’s Cours de linguistique
générale (1916) — the name itself was not in use. In many ways, the
methodological approach of the circle, grounded in folklore stud-
ies and dialectology, was still philological and can be considered
“structuralist” only prototypically or retrospectively, as containing
germs or intuitions that were developed and formalised later. In
this sense, the habitual classification of the Moscow Linguistic Circle
as belonging to Russian formalism rather than Russian structuralism

10. For a brief introduction to the Moscow Linguistic Circle, cf. Glanc 2015, Sapir 1994.
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is both telling and very much correct. True, if one takes the later
phase of the work of the Moscow Linguistic Circle, which happened
in parallel and with numerous exchanges with the activities of the
Cercle linguistique de Prague (cf. Jakobson & Tynjanov 1966), this
problem of definition is watered down. The separation between the
Moscow Linguistic Circle’s formalism and structuralism is certainly not
very strict: it itself underwent a process from the one to the other,
as personified by the intellectual evolution of its most prominent
members (Jakobson, Trubeckoj, Bogatyrev) and their (nearly seam-
less) transition to “Prague” structuralism.

The distinction between the formalist and structuralist emphasis
of the Moscow Linguistic Circle, however, cannot be so easily brushed
aside when it comes to the phenomenologically-inclined members
of the circle. Both Spet and Sor, indeed, were critical of the evolu-
tion and impulses given by Jakobson to the circle, a position that
lends a complex, polemical form to the relations between phenom-
enology and formalism/structuralism within the Moscow Linguistic
Circle. In this sense, the Moscow Linguistic Circle was not a forum
where “phenomenologists” such as Spet and Sor dialogued with
the “structuralists” Jakobson and Trubeckoj, but rather an open,
contested field where the former had recourse to phenomenology to
problematise some of the options taken by the latter on the basis of
formalist theory (cf. Sapir 1994, Glanc 2015). The most significant
and instructive demonstration of these complex constellations are
Sor’s articles “The formal method in the West” [Formal’nyj metod
na zapade, 1927] and “Expression and signification” [Vyrazenie a
znacenie, 2016[1927]], where she uses the phenomenological theory
of expression exposed by Husserl in the First Logical Investigation
(Husserl 1901) to indirectly criticise Jakobson’s formalist theory of
expression — which, as we know from later texts (Jakobson 1960),
was central to his entire conception of structural linguistics and
poetics.

For both Sor and Spet, the central bone of contention and point
of criticism of Jakobson’s formalist-centred theory of language,
which foregrounds the reflexivity of language as an autotelic expres-
sive medium, is the need to anchor language in the socio-cultural,
historical process of the constitution of meaning. Whereas the struc-
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turalist-functionalist model considered and refined by Jakobson
takes root in his emphasis on the autonomy of linguistic expression,
its capacity for the hierarchical, distinctive organisation of its own
verbal material, Sor and Spet have recourse to a different conception
of the articulation of language, namely the Humboldtian concept
of inner form. Inner form is reinterpreted by Spet in Appearance and
sense (1991[1914]) through the lens of Husser!l’s theory of intuitions,
in order to provide a triadic account of the constitution of meaning
both in language and in experience in general (Dennes 2006b).
Language and linguistic expression, for Spet, is not the functional
hierachisation of verbal material, but the correlate of intuitive acts
of interpretation that produce a synthesis or an inner articulation
between a material and an eidetic intuition, between an external
form and a formal meaning, which are progressively sedimented
and stabilised in a historical process and horizon of culture and
communication. In that sense, Spet’s “structuralism” owes more to
Hegel and Schleiermacher than to Saussure or Russian formalism
(cf. Dennes 2006a, Tihanov 2009).

Two elements further complicate this picture of the apparently
competing positions of structuralist and phenomenological thought
within the Moscow Linguistic Circle. Firstly, one cannot but recall that
the notion of inner form is also central to Anton Marty, the Prague-
based Brentanian philosopher of language whose Untersuchungen zur
Grundlegung der allgemeinen Grammatik und Sprachphilosophie (1908)
were of signal importance both to Husserl and the Prague Linguistic
Circle, including Jakobson. As such, Jakobson and Spet, despite
their diverging focus, clearly drew from common sources. Secondly,
one can find a re-convergence of the Spetian and Jakobsonian poles
within the Moscow Linguistic Circle itself, namely in the work of Mak-
sim Konigsberg, a young philologist close to Spet who died at the
young age of 24. Applying Spet’s method to the study of verse, he
produced a theory which resembles and inspired that of another
Russian formalist, Jurij Tynjanov, whose own proto-structuralist
theory of verse was a core inspiration for Jakobson’s later functional
approach to poetics (cf. Ehlers 1992).

In short, the story of phenomenology and structuralism within
the Moscow Linguistic Circle is one of convergences as well as diver-
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gences, of a sustained and multipolar debate that was made more
difficult by external circumstances and that was centered on the
interplay and theoretical importance of the key notions of expres-
sion, meaning and form in language. What is particularly striking
is the shared recourse to Husserl, Marty, and to a lesser extent, to
Saussure (who is invoked most favourably, because of his emphasis
on the role of social factors in language, not by Jakobson, but by
Sor). Jakobson, Spet and Sor refer to a common set of authorities
that they understood not in terms of two separate schools (Sor, for
instance, refers to Husserl as a representant of a “logical tradition”
[logi¢eskoe napravlenie|, Saussure as a representant of a “social
theory of language”), but of general “orientations” defined above
all by their “Western” character. What this episode also underlines
is the immediate intertwining of phenomenological and structuralist
approaches in the Soviet context, right at the inception of structur-
alism and at the very beginning of the international reception of
phenomenology in the 1910s and 20s.

3.1 Hendrik Pos

Leaving the Soviet Union but not the 1920s, we turn to Hendrik Pos
(1898-1955), a Dutch linguist and philosopher, a student of Hus-
serl, of the neo-Kantian Heinrich Rickert, as well as of the linguist
Antoine Meillet. The little that is generally known of Pos is his role
as the first to provide a philosophical analysis of Prague phonology
(Pos 1939c, Fontaine 1994), and indeed to be invoked by certain
Prague linguists, above all Jakobson (1974), but also Trubeckoj
(1936) as a philosophical warrant of their linguistic models. In real-
ity, Pos provided much more than this, formulating what amounts
to a general theory of linguistics (cf. Willems 1998, Daalders 1999)
in his dissertation Jur Logik der Sprachwissenschaft (1922) — a text
of distinctly neo-Kantian, Rickertian flavour, but which echoes in
many aspects the intuitions and the structure of Saussure’s Cours
(cf. Salverda 1991), without ever citing it. While Pos should prob-
ably not be categorised as a structuralist as such, he contributed
to the formulation and development of one of its key notions, that
of opposition (Pos 1938a) — a contribution whose importance was
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underlined by Jakobson —, and provided several texts (Pos 1933,
1939, 1950, 1954) which emphasize the systematic, articulated nature
of language in a way that cannot but be considered structuralist.
Corroborating this impression, one can add finally that Pos’s dis-
sertation was highly regarded by yet another structuralist, namely
Louis Hjelmslev (cf. Willems 1998).

Pos’s interest in phenomenology takes a parallel form to his in-
volvement with structuralist thought: while he cannot be considered
a phenomenologist per se, he studied with Husserl and, to a lesser
extent Heidegger, and provided one of the first phenomenologically
oriented theories of literature in his Kritische Studien tiber philologische
Methode (1923). As with structuralism, his main contribution con-
sists in a critical discussion of the relevance of phenomenology’s
methodological tenets for the study of language. His most interest-
ing or relevant production in that perspective are Phénoménologie
et linguistique (1939) and Valeur et limites de la phénoménologie (1952),
two texts that were not without influence on Merleau-Ponty’s phe-
nomenology of language (Merleau-Ponty 1952).

Rooted in Rickert’s transcendental idealism, Pos’s thought oc-
cupies an interesting position between structuralism and phenome-
nology, neither endorsing nor rejecting either. His dabbling in both
traditions, moreover, happens in an interestingly parallel way, as a
progressive assimilation of two external points of view that Pos felt
inclined to probe and inspect, without fully adopting them. Pos’s
position in the Netherlands, a country that developed its specific
traditions of structuralism (de Groot, Reichelt, van Ginneken) and
phenomenology (Plessner, Buytendijk, Linschoten), none of which
can be considered central to their respective core movements, is
further revealing of his insider-outsider status. What also bears
mentioning is that, for Pos, phenomenology and structuralism were
themselves multipolar constellations, which he probably did not
even consider as united schools: it is quite clear, for example, that
to him someone like Ernst Cassirer (cf. Pos 1939b), and possibly
Jakobson, were in fact much closer to the tradition of phenomenol-
ogy than Heidegger, whom Pos saw as the author of an “irrational”
philosophy (Pos 1938b), at odds with his own and indeed with
Husserl’s philosophical aims.
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The key theme informing much of Pos’s thought and much of his
interest in both phenomenology and structuralism, is the method-
ological problem of the relation between the objects of knowledge
[Gegenstand der Erkenntnis| as expressed in a scientific theory
or model, and our subjective experience of the given reality con-
ceptualised in such theories. In a certain way, Pos anticipates here
the debate of the 60s over the priority of the constitutive subject
over objective structures (or vice versa). The difference is that Pos
does not take a side in this debate, positing a priori, that these two
aspects are de facto part of any theory, of any model of the world or
of a domain of objects (Pos 2013 [1925], 43—44). In that sense, Pos
never finds himself arguing for or against the supreme role of the
subject or of the objectivity of structures, but rather comes back to
the co-existence of these two as poles or extreme positions in the
ways we can formulate knowledge and articulate our experience.
In a way, one can see him exploring as many avenues as possible
to resolve and make sense epistemologically and methodologically
of this dichotomy (Flack 2013).

The constant hesitation of Pos over the question of the respective
importance of the subjective, experiential pole and its objectively
constituted model is instructive of a dilemma that is in fact inherent
to both structuralism and phenomenology: in other words, neither
phenomenology nor structuralism are in a position on their own
to thematise the paradoxical co-existence of subjective, existential
elements and of objective structural features in our experience.
Pos’s profound intuition is that trying to use the one or the other
separately in order to answer or foreground one of these aspects
in isolation is thus bound to fail, and indeed to impoverish each
tradition. Indeed, Pos’s entire work and its positive echoes both
amongst structuralists (Jakobson, Trubeckoj, Hjelmslev) and phe-
nomenologists (Merleau-Ponty), goes a long way towards showing
that the major point of contention at the heart of the antagonism of
the 1960s is not one that separates structuralism and phenomenology,
but one to which they were both trying to give an answer.
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3.2 Konstantin Megrelidze

Pursuing the idea suggested by Pos that structuralism and phenom-
enology can be synthetically combined rather than pitted against
each other, we return now to the Soviet Union to discuss Konstantin
Megrelidze (1900-1944). A Georgian psychologist and philosopher
who studied with Edmund Husserl in Freiburg and Max Wertheimer
in Berlin, Megrelidze is today almost completely forgotten — indeed,
he was never acknowledge at all beyond the borders of the Soviet
Union. A tragic figure who fell victim to the persecutions of the
Stalinist regime, his intellectual influence was precluded during his
own lifetime and in the Soviet Union itself by the fact that his mag-
num opus, Major problems of the sociology of thought, written in 1936,
was published only in 1965, after a forced process of editing that,
among other, made him cut out long passages devoted to Nikolaj
Marr and to change the title from the original Social phenomenology
of thought (cf. Zedania 2014, 77). His work, maybe more than any of
the figures mentioned here, deserves to be included because, along
with the better known efforts of Tran Duc Thao, it is one where
phenomenology and structuralism are both explicitly mobilised,
with direct references to the works of Husserl, Saussure, as well as
to Gestalt psychology.

In one of the very rare articles in English on Megrelidze, Giga
Zedania captures the source and inspiration behind Megrelidze’s
theoretical project as follows:

Megrelidze developed a theory of human consciousness, which was
both part of the historical context of early Soviet epistemology and at-
tempted to break out of its limitations. Megrelidze’s thought originated
at the intersection of different disciplines and disciplinary traditions:
phenomenology (in its Husserlian form), Gestalt psychology, Marrism
.... Another important current of thought, which had influence on Me-
grelidze’s conception, was the French sociological tradition, together
with nascent structuralism. E. Durkheim, L. Levi-Bruhl and F. de Sau-
ssure are authors often referred to in the book. Megrelidze’s aim was
to show — in contrast to the traditional empiricist approaches - the
social nature of human consciousness. The above-named authors were
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interesting for him, first of all, because they went beyond the empiricist
tradition, which entailed a reduction of consciousness on sensory data
and association mechanisms. (Zedania 2014, 80).

Fundamentally, as Zedania also correctly notes, Major problems of
the sociology of thought is also “a book that wanted to present itself
as standing firmly on the ground of orthodox Marxism” (ibid. 80).

To summarize, Megrelidze’s ambition is to provide an expla-
nation of human consciousness that is both founded in and com-
pletely compatible with Marxism and that recognizes the funda-
mental autonomy of the subject and the independence of the realms
of culture and history. His main tools to contest the naive Marxist
theory of consciousness as a reflection of reality, all while preserving
the materialist grounding of consciousness in the social activity
of work, are Husserl’s concept of the noema on the one hand, the
concept of Gestalt of Kéhler and Wertheimer on the other. In his
analyses of language, which he layers on top of his concept of
consciousness (cf. Friedrich 1993), Megrelidze resorts to Saussure
and to the linguistics of Marr, for whom the Humboldtian notion
of inner form and of the historical sedimentation of linguistic and
cultural forms (along the lines of the theory developed by Spet)
played a central role.

This is not the place to reconstruct Megrelidze’s arguments in
further detail. But even on this summary basis, his work allows us
to make a number of interesting comments on the relations between
structuralism and phenomenology. The most obvious point is of
course to underline how both traditions are solicited by Megrelidze
as epistemological tools that can contest naive empiricism, all while
providing theories that can fit in what is a profoundly historically
and sociologically-oriented model. As Zedania emphasises, more-
over, Megrelidze’s “sociological” framework is in fact more correctly
called an “inter-subjective” one, since his focus is in fact the pos-
sibilities of emergence and constitution of an individual, subjective
consciousness in the material and social conditions described and
prescribed by Marxist philosophy. As such, it is to the age-old prob-
lem of the link between the subject and the objective conditions of
his experience that Megrelidze brings us back — and it is precisely to
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answer this conundrum that he makes use of both phenomenology
and structuralism.

A striking aspect of Megrelidze’s thought, in this context, is the
specific recourse he makes of both traditions to construct his theory
of a Marxist consciousness that is free to orientate itself in a sub-
jective, cultural and historical world that is not over-determined by
the materialist structures of work and sociality. Megrelidze, indeed,
inverts the traditional roles attributed to phenomenology as a tran-
scendental theory of subjectivity and to structuralism as a formalist
model of objective structures. Instead, Megrelidze uses Husserl’s
phenomenological concept of the noema as an explanation for the
processes of the objective constitution of contents in consciousness,
and for the material process of the crystallisation of conscious rep-
resentations; conversely, he proposes an interpretation of the notion
of Gestalt that underlines the degree of subjective variation and
indeterminacy in the process of the structuration of the objective
forms of consciousness that it allows. According to Megrelidze, all
objects of consciousness are instituted as noemas but in the form
of Gestalts, i.e. as wholes that derive their unity of structure from
their appearing to a subject.'!

As we can see, for Megrelidze, it is a recourse to the structuralist
paradigm that allows him to reintroduce a subjective element in a
theory that is otherwise overdetermined by its materialism and the
conditions of the material emergence of consciousness. In complete
opposition to the debates of the 60s, structuralism is the paradigm
of subjectivity in Megrelidze’s thought. Phenomenology, conversely,
provides the theoretical explication of the material-objective con-
ditions of emergence of consciousness, and is thus the guarantor
of the objective pole of knowledge: its main role is to allow Me-
grelidze to introduce the notion of intentionality, whose potential
to introduce a subjective pole is then only deployed through the
structural notion of Gestalt. Megrelidze, in other words, does not
only offer an example of convergence between structuralism and

11. Megrelidze’s “subjectivist” use of Gestalt psychology to productively criticise
and complement Husserl’s theory of the noema is of course not unlike that of Mer-
leau-Ponty’s in Phenomenology of perception.
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phenomenology on the problem of consciousness and subjectivity,
but the illustration that their role can be reversed. If nothing else, this
underlines how neither of the two traditions are bolted to a certain
perspective (subjectivist or objectivist) but are indeed dealing with
a core epistemological problem that they can both broach from one
or the other end.

3.3 Tran Duc Thao

While there doesn’t seem to be direct evidence that our next hero,
the Vietnamese dissident and philosopher Tran Duc Thao (1917—
1993), knew of Megrelidze’s work, there are many interesting conver-
gences and similarities between their works, which we will mobilise
here to confirm some of the perspectives just evoked. Perhaps the
best known in the gallery of neglected figures presented in this
paper, Tran Duc Thao is widely acknowledged as having played
a significant role in the early development of phenomenology in
France in the post-war era, attracting in particular the interest of
Jacques Derrida (Giovannangeli 2013). Several publications have
recently been devoted to the Vietnamese philosopher (Espagne &
Benoist 2013, D’Alonzo & Feron 2021) and it is notable that his main
works, including Marxism and phenomenology (2009 [1946]), Phe-
nomenology and dialectical materialism (1986 [1951]) and Investigations
into the origin of language and consciousness (1984 [1973]) have been
translated into English (the originals, in French, were in any case
much more widely available than the works in Russian of Spet, Sor
or Megrelidze, or some of the outputs in Dutch by Pos).

The most obvious parallel between Tran Duc Thao and Me-
grelidze is that they both explicitly and unreservedly ground their
approach in Marxist philosophy. Just like Megrelidze, moreover,
Thao also seeks to explicitly thrush out an interpretation of the
conditions of emergence of consciousness in a Marxist perspective
with the help of phenomenology, and in particular of Husserl. Just
like Megreldize, finally, he integrates structuralism to his framework,
in this case through a recourse to Saussure’s general linguistics. As
pointed out by Feron (2013) or D’Alonzo (2017), Thao’s entire work,
not unlike that of Pos, is a repeated attempt to solve a single, given
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problem, with the successive but neither exclusive nor decisive re-
course to a number of different frameworks, namely Marxism, phe-
nomenology, and structuralism. As with Pos, this repetition itself,
far from being a tedious sign of stubborn failure, contributes to a
slow blossoming, aconceptual maturing, and, retrospectively, allows
for a convincing comparative contrast of the different methods.

Not unlike what is the case in Megrelidze’s approach, Hus-
serl’s phenomenology constitutes a sort of first relay to establish
the fundamental framework of the emergence and constitution of
consciousness, and — what is particularly significant for Thao - its
relation to the material world of work and social activity. Saussure’s
structuralism intervenes only at a later stage, when Thao seems to
have exhausted the possibilities of both Marxism and phenomenol-
ogy: he then turns to an analysis of language to help him out of the
apparently unresolvable paradoxes into which the transcendental
idealism of Husserl’s phenomenology and the blind materialism
of Marxist philosophy repeatedly lead him (cf. D’Alonzo 2017). In
Thao’s philosophy, to simplify, the problem of the origins of lan-
guage thus slowly replaces the more direct and apparently general
question of the origins of consciousness, a displacement that is both
possible and plausible because of Thao’s constant obsession with
the problem of “meaning”, and in particular the “meaning of the
real world” (le sens du réel) (cf. Flack 2021).

Again, without going into the details or the merits of Thao’s
arguments, we witness here a synthetic, even dialectic recourse to
phenomenology and structuralism as tools to expand, correct, and
ground a Marxist philosophy. Thao’s theory, in other words, is one
where phenomenology and structuralism are not used against each
other, but together. As was the case with Megrelidze, moreover,
the paradigm of subjectivity and of the possibility of cultural and
historical expression, is structuralism, not phenomenology. It is
only by invoking Saussure’s conception of the arbitrary sign and
by elaborating a complex theory of the origins of language from
the gesture of indication, indeed, that Thao is able to formulate a
theory that allows him to link linguistic or symbolic meanings (that
are subjective and culturally constituted) with the “meanings of
the real world” in a way that is not strictly deterministic. Whereas
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phenomenology offered only a shift from the objective structures
of the real world to the absolute meanings of the transcendental
subject, Saussure’s arbitrary sign provides a gap where the histor-
ical moment of the emergence, constitution and sedimentation of
language can be conceived as a subjective process.

On this specific point, it is also interesting to compare Thao with
Pos: in his later years, the Dutch philosopher also turned regularly
to Marxism and socio-historical interpretations and, in particular,
also wrote about the problem of indication and the progressive
constitution of ideal meanings in language from communicative
gestures (cf. Flack 2021). As I have argued, Pos’s answer is superior
to Thao in that it takes into account the creative, symbolic moment
of gestures (whereas Thao only concentrates on their imitative char-
acter). Be that as it may, the crucial point is the convergence of three
quite different approaches and biographies (Thao, Megrelidze, Pos)
both on a given set of problems (the emergence of consciousness
and language) and on the methodological frameworks needed to
find a solution to it, namely Marxism, phenomenology and struc-
turalism.

3.4 Giovanni Piana

The final figure I will evoke here is the Italian phenomenologist
Giovanni Piana (1940-2019). A student of Enzo Paci (1911-1976)
and a member of the “Milan School” — a research group at the
University of Milan that was the main vector of the implantation
of phenomenology in Italy in the post-war years (cf. Buongiorno
2020) — Piana was an influential voice in contemporary Italian phe-
nomenology, as witnessed by the vibrant homage paid in the recent
volume devoted to his memory (Caminada & Summa 2020) by
many of today’s prominent Italian phenomenologists (Roberta de
Monticelli, Carlo Sarra, Vincenzo Costa, Andrea Staiti, etc.). Piana’s
body of work is large and varied, touching upon the philosophy of
perception, Gestalt theory, epistemology, aesthetics, philosophy of
mathematics, logic and mereology, as well as to interpretations of
other philosophers (Hume, Schopenhauer, Wittgenstein, Cassirer,
Bachelard). Despite this variety, it is unified by two constants: a
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life-long commitment to a careful reading and discussion of Husserl
on the one hand, the refinement of his own practice of the phenom-
enological method into what he himself called a “phenomenological
structuralism” on the other.

Caminada & Summa provide an apt summary of Piana’s partic-
ular approach to phenomenology in their introduction to the afore-
mentioned volume: “[Piana’s] contribution is not only remarkable
for the way in which it clarifies complex issues in Husserl’s work—
particularly valuable, in this sense, is the discussion of Husserl’s
theory of wholes and parts, published as “Introduction” to the
Third and Fourth Logical Investigation. It is also important because
it operatively shows that phenomenology is primarily a philosophy
that departs from speculations in favour of the logic of display.
In this sense, Piana’s work on philosophers not belonging to the
phenomenological tradition (notably Plato, Schopenhauer, Hume,
Wittgenstein, etc.) often suggests that — if we consider phenome-
nology fundamentally as a method and not as an already formed
theory — we should be able to recognize that, at least implicitly, an
implicit phenomenology can be retraced also in the texts of other
philosophers” (Caminada & Summa 2020: 10).

Despite his status at the very institutional heart of Italian phe-
nomenology (both through his direct connection to Enzo Paci and
the Milan School and his inspirational impact on the current gen-
eration of scholars), Piana was also a highly private, self-reflexive
kind of intellectual figure, a Socrates preoccupied by the constant
re-examination and idiosyncratic development of this own themes,
rather than noisy public debates and front-line polemics. While this
might seem an anecdotal point of detail, I believe Piana’s particular
attitude to the practice of philosophy is in fact typical of several
other figures mentioned in these pages (Pos, Tran Duc Thao, but
also Holenstein or Natalia Avtonomova) and goes some way to
explaining the absence of their moderate approach to the relation
between structuralism and phenomenology in the face of the vocif-
erous, high-drama polemics conducted by Michel Foucault, Gilles
Deleuze, Jacques Derrida and the likes.

Piana’s place in the present enumeration of encounters of struc-
turalism with phenomenology is best exemplified by a text pub-
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lished in 2013, “The idea of phenomenological structuralism” [L’idea
di uno strutturalismo fenomenologico]. In this short essay, Piana
seeks to clarify his use of the term phenomenological structuralism
in reference to his own ideas. Piana’s reticence to engage in the usual
polemics between structuralist and phenomenological positions is
reflected particularly clearly in this text and in the back-story to
two points of clarification Piana makes right at its start. Despite the
title, which seems to promise a direct discussion of phenomenology
and structuralism, Piana starts indeed with the following remark:

First of all, it should be noted that my perspective does not derive
from a blending of phenomenology with structuralism, understood
here as the specific philosophical and cultural tradition that derived
its methods from linguistics. Similarly, it is not concerned with the
presence of phenomenological themes in the context of that specific
tradition (Piana 2020).

Rather, Piana’s continues, “What my phenomenological structur-
alism stands for, really, is the possibility of discerning in the Ger-
man word Wesen a nuance of meaning which — if we can manage
to free ourselves from the habitual philosophical terminology — is
expressed by the term structure better than essence” (ibid.).
Piana’s dissociation from the tradition of structural linguistics
can safely be taken at face value: none of the major structuralists
appear in his essay, or indeed in any significant way in his work.
Similarly, the account he provides of his conception of the structure
as arising from his direct engagement with the work of Husserl is
both honest and conceptually revealing: as mentioned, Piana’s en-
tire work, including its expression in the original, synthetic form of
a “phenomenological structuralism” takes the form of a helicoidal
reflection on the foundational works of Husserl. For instance, the
intuition of translating Wesen by structure came to Piana when trans-
lating Husserl’s Logical Investigation into Italian, and its hermeneutic
function is very much to provide an immanent interpretation of
the Husserlian text itself, to deploy its own meaning, not to invest
or contaminate it with another point of view. If anything, as Piana
remarks, it is the standard translation of Wesen by essence that con-
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veys to Husserl’s analyses a Platonic meaning which they do not
necessarily carry.

As truthful and convincing as Piana’s own distancing from struc-
turalism may sound and actually be from the strict perspective of
the inner development of his own thought, a contextual approach
suggests however that, at the very least, one should not understand
Piana’s reticence as an explicit rejection of structural thought as a
whole, but rather of the specific moment of structuralism’s “French”
period in the 1960s. Indeed, when Piana proposed the translation
to his master Paci, his suggestion was rejected “with horror” (cf. de
Monticelli 2020) because of the probable association with French
structuralist theories. If one turns, however, to the definition of
structure that Piana provides after the two above-mentioned com-
ments, however, one sees no such dramatic contrast:

The word ‘structure’ implies here the idea of a skeleton, of an internal
schema, a sort of internal constitution—in short, the idea of a charac-
teristic form which, in my opinion, directly prescribes its goal to all
phenomenological research.

Or again: “the phenomenological method seeks to characterise acts
of experience by outlining their differences in structure”. Such a
definition could have been voiced by Jakobson or Hjelmslev, and
the concepts of “structural method” and “structural research” could
replace “phenomenological” here without problem.

My point here is not to force a structuralist origin or the use
of structuralist references into Piana’s work but simply, as was the
case with the other figures mentioned here, to outline a certain way
in which these two traditions effectively met. In Piana’s case, his
inclination towards structuralism seems to have happened in a way
that is almost entirely immanent (but with some help from Gestalt
psychology) to his conception of phenomenology as a method of
laying bare the structures of experience. This in itself is of course a
powerful argument in favour of a general compatibility and com-
monality of aims and methods between structuralism and phenom-
enology. Piana, indeed, shows that it is possible for the exponent
of one of the traditions, rooted what is more in an exposition and
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development of that tradition through dialogue and self examina-
tion, to land upon the formulation of a theory that expresses general
and fundamental aims that are deeply connected, if not identical
in spirit with those of the other tradition.

4. Prague and its Russian emigration

I would like to conclude this paper by tying the figures and works
considered and compared so far from a conceptual point of view to
a common historical context and geographical space. The reason for
providing this context at the end rather than at the beginning of this
paper is that I do not wish to present it as the causal framework or
vector of the encounters between structuralism and phenomenology.
Rather, the relevance of this context appears as an after-thought,
as a result of noticing the conceptual convergences between the
Moscow Linguistic Circle, Pos, Megrelidze, Tran Duc Thao and even
Piana and asking if they might not have something more in common
than their double interest for structuralism (or structural thought
more generally) and phenomenology. The hypotheses I offer here
are thus nothing more than an invitation to think about their com-
mon context in further detail and to thus potentially discover fur-
ther essential features of the historical encounters between the two
paradigms (which for lack of space and research, I cannot yet fully
provide here). In that sense also, my suggestions are certainly not
exclusive, they hint only towards the existence of at least one concrete
historical time and space where phenomenology and structuralism
consistently interacted.

The common context of all the mentioned thinkers is the intel-
lectual milieu of interwar Prague (1918-1938), and in particular, the
strong but often overlooked presence there of Russian émigrés. The
most famous of these émigrés was of course Jakobson himself, one
of the key organisers of Prague structuralism. Jakobson allows us to
tie all the actors of the Moscow Linguistic Circle (Spet, Sor, Kénigs-
berg) as well as Pos firmly to the Prague context, two connections
that are well established and which we mentioned as such above.
Further, the polemics between Spet, Sor and Jakobson over the role
of expression and social factors in language, and the general con-
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text of early Soviet debates around language also provide a direct
link to Megrelidze. The same applies, although in a much more
indirect manner to Tran Duc Thao, who was keenly interested in
Soviet debates on language (cf. d’Alonzo 2017). Albeit in differing
ways and perhaps not always with direct knowledge of parallel
efforts, one can tentatively suggest that almost all attempts before
WWII to bring structuralism and phenomenology together were
linked to the Soviet intellectual revolutions of the 1920s (Russian
formalism, Michail Bachtin, Valentin N. Volosinov, Nikolaj J. Marr,
Lev S. Vygotskij) and their explorations of new ways to think about
language and the historical constitution of meaning.

This diagnosis seems to hold also for post-war attempts: this
is true of Merleau-Ponty, who was profoundly influenced by Pos,
Lévi-Strau