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Preface

THE PHILOSOPHICAL INTERESTS that have led, in their roundabout way, to
this book have occupied my attention intermittently over some twenty years.
Twenty years is a long time in the life of contemporary culture, but a very
short time in the life of philosophy. According to the calendar of cultural
trends, structuralism has come and gone; poststructuralism, for that matter,
seems by now to have come and gone. But according to the calendar of
philosophy, as I read it, structuralism has only just arrived. It has been a
serious possibility, as a mode (among others) of understanding some aspects
of the world, since the early years of this century, but has begun to achieve
focus and formulation only in the last few decades.

In the work presented here (some of it previously published in the form
of essays and occasional pieces, rewritten for the present purpose, but much
of it new or previously communicated only in the form of lectures) I have
been concerned to understand this emerging philosophical position and to
use its insights in connection with some old problems. I have not approached
it from an ideological point of view or tried to defend its hegemonic claims,
nor have I been too much concerned to assess its status in relation to other
contemporary trends. I have treated it, in other words, for the most part
positively, as offering a way of looking at the intelligibility of the human
sciences that I at least have found stimulating and useful.

There have been many works on structuralism since my first contribu-
tion to the subject in the Partisan Review in 1968. This book is still in the spirit
of that article: it wishes not only to make the phenomenon intelligible, but
also to acknowledge its challenge and its usefulness, neither of which, it
seems to me, has lessened in the intervening years, in spite of so much
exposition and argument. I am grateful to William Phillips for commission-
ing that early piece, to Hugh Silverman for his persistence in encouraging me
to make it and a dozen or so succeeding pieces the basis for a book (and for
his patience in waiting for it), and to the American Council of Learned
Societies for a fellowship to work on structuralism in 1972-73. I have
contracted the usual debt to colleagues, fellow symposiasts, and lecture
audiences, as well as to my students at the City University of New York and
at the George Washington University.

In the 1968 Partisan Review article was reproduced, with the permission
of the Quinzaine Littéraire, a now familiar cartoon of the four most notorious
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structuralists of the 1960s (Lévi-Strauss, Barthes, Lacan, and Foucault) in
grass skirts under a palm tree, looking benign and exotic. Of the four
Foucault was perhaps the least benign (and the least amused at being called
a structuralist), but they were all approachable, and I have been indebted to
each of them not only for enlightenment but also for personal courtesy and in
some cases for kindness and encouragement. Three of them are now dead,
and the fourth has undergone an apotheosis available only to Frenchmen;
but what they briefly held in common in those days was less exotic than it
appeared and has still, I think, unrealized and central philosophical signifi-
cance. It was more fundamental and more important than perhaps even they
themselves knew, more so certainly than most of their epigones knew, since
otherwise they would not have given it up so readily. I would be happy to
think (though it may be unrealistic to hope) that this book will help to
preserve and consolidate the insights-of that time.

In addition to the Partisan Review the sources of various parts of what
follows include the Philosophische Rundschau, Gradiva, The New Republic, Idealist
Studies, Philosophers in Their Own Work, Diacritics, Via, Dialogues in Phenomenol-
0gy, and the American Anthropologist. Most of this material is cut and interwo-
ven in such a way as to make specific identification troublesome, but I
acknowledge with thanks the indulgence of my editors in allowing me to use it.
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Introduction

1. What structuralism is

STRUCTURALISM IS A philosophical view according to which the reality of
the objects of the human or social sciences is relational rather than substan-
tial. It generates a critical method that consists of inquiring into and
specifying the sets of relations (or structures) that constitute these objects or
into which they enter, and of identifying and analyzing groups of such
objects whose members are structural transformations of one another. These
groups jointly constitute the domains of the respective sciences.

Since the objects in question may be linguistic, psychological, anthro-
pological, mythological, social, economic, political, literary, historical, philo-
sophical, and so on, many “structuralisms’ have developed independently in
the corresponding domains. Some of them have made claims that go beyond
the defining features set forth in my first paragraph. However these need not
constrain the rest.

It is useful to distinguish between the objects of the social sciences and
those of the natural sciences by noting that the causal determinants of the
former always include human intentions, while those of the latter do not.
(Objects whose causal antecedents do include intentions continue to be
governed by natural laws: social objects are embodied in physical objects.
But for natural scientific purposes their intentional origins can be ignored.)
Since human intentions always involve an element of significance it is not
surprising to find that the structures dealt with by the social sciences are
signiferous, or “‘meaning-bearing,”” and that structuralism therefore generates
also a theory of significance and of meaning. It is equally unsurprising that
along with the structuralist activity of specifying those structures often goes a
hermeneutic activity of interpreting them.

Since structuralism is willing to grant the structures in question the
status of intentional objects, it clearly rejects the methodological and antime-
taphysical cautions of positivism and behaviorism. But since it does not grant
them the status of substantial entries in an ontology independent of human
intentions it is just as clearly not an essentialist position.

Structuralism therefore does not require (although it does not exclude)
the view that there exists some objective or deep generating structure of
which the structures it studies are transformations. Nor does it require

1



2 INTRODUCTION

(although it is compatible with) the view that the carrier of those structures,
up to and including the structure of subjectivity itself (or the structure that
subjectivity is), might be neurophysiological. The relations that carried the
structures would on this view not be abstract but concretely embodied in the
individual who intended them.

2. Situation and plan of the work

THE FOREGOING SUMMARY definition makes a working point of departure
for this book but gives no hint of the controversies that have been stirred up
by structuralism in the past decades. ““Structuralism, I do not renounce the
word, but it has become uncertain.”’ This understatement is due to the late
Roland Barthes (1971a:4). The career of the structuralist movement, at any
rate at the level of popular enthusiasm in France, where—at that level—it
originated, was meteoric: a brilliant streak followed by relative extinction. It
managed to pass from novelty to fashion to cliché in a very few years, with
hardly any interval of mature reflection, and ceased to be of topical interest
some time ago. But on the other hand this very fact may permit its philoso-
phical development in a more measured way, now that the agitation of
popularity has subsided. Not every idea that comes to general attention
deserves such development; that structuralism does so, quite apart from its
notoriety (or its status as passé) in the public eye, is one of the conclusions I
hope to establish.

This book falls into two parts. The first deals with structuralism
historically and critically, as a movement; the second deals with it systemati-
cally, as philosophy. The first part is subdivided in its turn, dealing first with
the more popular, and then with the more technical aspects of the movement.
The same domain is therefore traversed, in effect, three times, but in different
orders and by different methods. The relationship between the movement
and the philosophy is complex: there is some genetic determination, which
however goes in both directions; there is some overlapping; there is some
incompatibility. For this reason the distinction between the two parts is not
sharp or rigorous and there is a certain amount of redundancy, although I
have tried to keep this to a minimum. In general, however, the material of
the first part has its sources in the writings of linguists, anthropologists, and
others who at one time or another were admitted by themselves, or alleged by
their critics, to belong to the structuralist movement, or who can reasonably
be said to be its precursors, while the material in the second part derives from
my own reflections or from the reflections of other philosophers belonging to
that movement neither by admission nor allegation, but indeed for the most
part ignoring its existence.
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In one sense it is stretching things somewhat to speak of structuralism as
a “movement’” at all, since it never had the combination of doctrinal and
social unity that that term implies. But it was, in its period of popular
dominance, a recognizable cluster or writers and ideas with a geographical
and temporal focus, namely Paris in the 1960s. This period came to a rather
abrupt end in May 1968, but by then the idea of structuralism had become
entrenched among the intellectual commonplaces in France. By 1966 it
already had this status, as was made clear to me by a conversation I fell into
at about that time with an inquisitive French intellectual. Discovering my
origins and profession, she wanted to know at once if I was a positivist. No, I
said. A Marxist, then? she asked, having exhausted her acquaintance with
Anglo-American philosophy in the first question. No, I said again. “Donc
vous étes structuraliste,”” she said with finality and obvious relief.

In fact I was not then, nor have I since become, a structuralist, if that
means anything like an exclusive commitment to a doctrine. As formulated
in the second part of this book I believe structuralism to constitute a viable
and valuable, even an essential, subdiscipline of philosophy, but I take it to
be neither comprehensive nor final. As expounded in the first part, however,
I hold no particular brief for it, although I have been greatly stimulated by
the work of those I name there as its creators and representatives. It is
because in their work I found it philosophically suggestive, but in each
particular case incompletely developed and admixed with other prejudices
and commitments, and because they and their followers impatiently twitched
their mantles and, following the call of fashion, hurried on to fresher woods
and newer pastures without stopping long enough to understand or work out
what they had stumbled upon, that it has seemed to me worthwhile to
attempt the double task of disengaging it from those sources and articulating
it in my own terms.

In spite of the deficiencies of structuralist theory, however, my main
concern in the first part has been to make it as lucid and coherent as possible,
rather than to show it up as deficient, a task that some commentators have
felt obliged to perform, sometimes rather testily, even while expounding its
principles (cf. Clarke 1981, Seung 1982). At the same time I have for the
most part limited myself to those aspects of the various disciplines involved
in the exposition that are specifically structuralist or particularly relevant to
structuralism, so that in discussing linguistics, for example, the attention
paid to Saussure (to take the most obvious case) is out of all proportion to his
importance in the history of linguistics as a discipline. On the other hand his
importance, like that of some of the other figures dealt with here, has been
underestimated, thanks largely to the habitual xenophobia of Anglo-
American scholarship, so that a redressing of the balance is not out of order.

I take this opportunity to acknowledge, and try to dissociate myself
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from, the xenophilia, or more specifically the Francophilia, of some epigones,
that leads to a countervailing tendency to overestimate the importance of
certain writers. This is often accompanied by excitement about the new or
the exotic, and the writing it produces tends to have the breathless urgency of
sports commentary: revolutions occur, paradigms succeed one another,
movements rise and fall, at a dizzying rate. I discuss this rather French
malady in chapter 2, but wish to make a point here about the historical
setting of structuralism. It just is not the case, it seems to me, that we are at
the mercy of wild paradigm shifts or even that we need to think very much
about what paradigm we are working under (though my obvious discontent
with this way of talking is not meant to belittle Kuhn’s original study, which
in its own domain was seminal). The last serious revolutionary in philosophy
I take to have been Kant, the implications of whose work we are far from
having exhausted. He concluded that we were subjects in a closed world of
appearances, and nobody has yet found a way out—not Hegel, not Nietz-
sche, not Dewey, not Heidegger, not Wittgenstein, not even Husserl. They
have shown us different ways of living in that world; structuralism, I think,
helps to make it more intelligible.

Philosophical history is long and slow, and remembering this helps keep
momentary events in perspective. In reading accounts of the current intellec-
tual scene I am sometimes reminded of Macaulay’s remark about the
American Constitution, that it was ‘all sail and no anchor”; only such a
vessel is likely to worry about what one of the more excitable commentators
has called ‘“the new maelstrom” of poststructuralist modernity (Fekete
1984). These upheavals belong, it seems to me, to microclimates of intellec-
tual opinion. What corresponds to the anchor is the accumulation of empiri-
cal work that has continued since Kant: we really do know more than was
known two centuries ago about logic and theory construction and languages
and social customs and brains, and this knowledge helps in our understand-
ing of the ways we structure experience and the artifacts and institutions we
create from it and for it, which form the problematic domain of structural-
ism.

3. The concept of structure

A WORD ABOUT the name ‘‘structuralism” itself. The trouble with the
formation of such terms from ordinary roots is that their meanings seem
straightforward but in practice become confused for that very reason. For the
meanings of the ordinary roots themselves, at any rate of those that designate
relatively abstract categories, are various and multiple, and require a good
deal of supplementary clarification before two people can be sure they are
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interpreting one in similar senses. “Structure” is from the past participle
form (structum) of the Latin verb struere, “to put together, put in order,” which
has the special senses of piling up, building, and arranging; it is from an
Indo-European root meaning to lay out, extend, and so on, from which we
also get ““strew” and other cognates. The ordinary-language meaning of the
word is now either the way in which some more or less organized and stable
entity is built or put together, or alternatively the entity itself seen as
organized in this way. But the entity can be anything from a molecule to a
skyscraper, from a word to a novel, a game, a tradition, a constitution; by
applying to almost everything, “structural” runs the risk that it will not be
enlightening when used of any particular thing. Adding the suffix “-ism,” a
standard Greek device for turning events or processes into objects (baptizein
into baptismos, “‘baptize” into “baptism,” is the paradigmatic example),
lends an air of definiteness without necessarily bringing any clarification.

When, as in the present case, many people seize enthusiastically upon
such an expression at the same time, semantic chaos ensues. Prudence
suggests avoiding the term altogether. But this is unrealistic: structuralism as
a movement is too recent, and its methodological legacy, at least in certain
domains, too pervasive; since I shall be discussing the movement and the
methodology, as well as their philosophical setting and implications, it has
seemed wise to embrace the name of “structuralism,” stipulate a definition of
“structure,” and proceed (adopting one of Descartes’s provisional maxims)
to “follow no less constantly the most doubtful opinions, once determined
upon them, than if they had been most assured”’ (Descartes 1953:142). The
enterprise as a whole thus remains open to criticism but aims at least for
sufficient clarity and distinctness to make this possible without further
redefinition.

In fact this strategy is not as desperate as it sounds; like materialism
and existentialism, structuralism does lend itself to an interpretation based
on a plausible definition of its ordinary root. (The definition I adopt—of
structure as a set of relations—is given implicitly in my opening paragraph
and will be elaborated upon as the book proceeds.) This association with
existentialism and materialism goes further, for human existence, matter,
and structure have a complementary relation to one another in a sense to be
explained at length in chapter 12. Structuralism therefore has, at least
potentially, an important role to play in contemporary Western philosophy.
The limitation on the sense of the term that is imposed by the cluster of
recent ideas to be studied in this book has been admirably expressed by
Leach:

Empirical structures can be recognized in every aspect of the
universe. . . . but in linguistics and social anthropology we are only



