THE SCIENTIST, THE QUESTER, AND THE WRITER : TRISTES TROPIQUES
AND LEVI-STRAUSS

Lévi-Strauss has spoken of a 'Copernican revolution' in the field,
and whatever else this may entail, it surely describes our feeling of
weightlessness in the face of our subject societies; as in the cosmos
of the new astronomers, our own place has been set adrift. Within an
older, geocentric conception of anthropology, the anthropologist himself
occupied the Archimedian point on which to fix the analysis of soagieties.
The scientific rationality of his society had emancipated him from the
conditions of the social; his very discipline signified a transcendence
of the objects of his discipline. The objectivity of his language enabled
him to become the ground upon which all other social languages could be
charted. His own utterances were transparent; they supplied nothing. The
understanding of alien cultures, therefore, presumed a total self-
understanding,

The 'Copernican revolution' changed all this by ratlonallzlng' ‘the
culturescape. The anthropologist has lost his privileged sense of being
able to ground in his own code all the categories of the social; now he
merely stands upon that ground like everyone else; he is of the same
magnitude as his subject societies. These societies have made themselves
felt as resistant to being subsumed by his rationality. To understand
them, he must find them first, in a place distant from his own.. Being
merely a part of the landscape, he must travel across it, leaving his own
locale behind. This is what we mean by mapping out 1ntelllglble relatlons
between us and them. But if subject societies are opaque to us as
anthropologists, we are opaque to ourselves as well. Having only a rela-
tive vantage-point on alien societies, a particular locale, we can
understand where they are in the landscape only by understanding where
we are, distinct from them, We cannot presume an immediate self-under-
standing, such as positivism takes for granted, since the one thing a
pergpective does not supply is a view of itself. What then is our
project? What is our place in the larger society from which we seem
interested in disengaging ourselves? What sort of disengagement is
possible? To ask such questions is not to make anthropology effete or
self-contained; it is to turn it out upon its subject in the only possible
way, to let it finally get on with the job: the job of making sense of
boundaries, and of crossing them. Fieldwork, like charity, begins at home.

T use here Lévi-Strauss' Tristes Tropiques (1973) as one of the few
texts which raises the issue of what constitutes the figure of the
anthropologlst and raises it in particularly rich and complex ways. For
Lévi-Strauss presents us with two competing images of himself as anthro-
pologist. One, the figure we meet in The Savage Mind, the Mythologigues,
and Structural Anthropology, is the anthropologist as structural scien-
tist and decultured man. The other, implicit in the narrative stance of
the fieldwork memoir, is the anthropologist as quest-hero. It w111 be
clear to anyone who knows Lévi-Strauss' work that he has chosen the
scientist over the quester as the model for his vocation; Tristes Tropiques
sketches out for us the moments and motives of that choice. But if we pay
attention to the way this duel plays itself out, we will see the figure of
the scientist - and the structural anthropology he espouses - not as a
response to the problems of being an anthropologist such as are raised in
the memoir, but rather as an evasion of them.
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Lévi-Strauss' intellectual project is a Kantian one. He seeks
to elucidate the fundamental structures of the human mind. These, he
claimg, must ground the range of social forms: 'In allowing myself
to be guided by the search for the constraining structures of the mind',
he writes in the Overture to The Raw and the Cooked, 'l am proceeding
in the manner of Kantian philosophy, although along different lines
leading to different conclusions' (1969 : 10). By 'different lines'
he means that, while Kant was interested in the way these structures of
mind coristitute a transcendental subject, Lévi-Strauss seeks structures
whicli are unbound by subjectivity, which are manifest only socially, in
the 'forms of objectified thought'. This 'Kantianism without a trans--
cendental subject' leads to a method not of philosophical introspection,
but of investigation into external consensual forms - a Kantian science.
The anthropologist seeks to formulate laws about outward, social pheno~
mena ‘which mediate between the diversity of societies themselves and any
’constralnlng structure of the mind' (see, in general Lévi-Strauss,

1969 - 1),

The figure of the scientist is central to Lévi-Strauss' self-
presentation in Tristes Tropigues. He begins the famous analysis of
Caduveo face~painting: -

- The customs of .a community, taken as a whole; always have a

. particular style and are reducible to systems. I am of the
opinion that the number of such systems is not unlimited and
that ... human societies ... never create absolutely, but
merely choose certain combinations from an ideal repertoire
that it should be possible to define. By making an inventory
of all recorded customs, ... one could arrive at a sort of
table, like that of the chemical elements, in which all actual
or hypothetical customs would be grouped in families ...

- (1973 :178).

What dges it say about being an anthropologist that he would make such
a periédic table his project? First of all, hé claims to be free of
the terms in which each particular society presents itsd.f to him, for
he glaims. a way of generalizing beneath those terms. The possibility
of hls arriving at an ‘ideal repertoire' means that his language of
analy51s can subsume all other social forms under his own code;
societies as they are given have no autonomy. The anthropologist's
goal isg to reduce the diversity of visible phenomena. into a unified
domain of constituent elements - a trans-social domain acce551ble only
through his particular structuralist language.

The difficulty here is not so much with the idea of a deep structure
itself as with the issue of how the anthropologist gains access to it. As
a sc1éntlst of the 'ideal repertoire', he must be able to jump levels, as
it were, from.ordinary social discourse to a deep analytical discourse
which grounds the terms of the social as given. He must be able to
describe his 'periodic table' at this deep level, since his everyday
location in discourse will itself be contained by the table. Thus his
mind must already contain individually the 'constraining structure' whose
objectified forms he is investigating. His access to the 'ideal repertoire’
depends on an isomorphism between his mind and society:
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Knowledge, ... consists.... in selecting true aspects,.that
is, those coinciding with.the properties of my thought,~
- Not, -as the: Neo- Kantians clalmed -becguse my.thought exer-
. cises an 1nev1tab1e 1nfluenve over thlngs, but because it
(is- 1tse1f an object. Belng 'of this world', it partakes of
‘the - same nature as the world (1973 : 56). e

The anthropologist jumps,leyels_of,discourse by jumping levels within ..
himself; he confirms the generalizations of his science by recourse

to a deep interiority.. The way down into.the categories of thought is
the way out into social categorles. The anthropologist's personal
movement is not hor1zonta1 then, movement across the landscape towards
strangeness, but vertical, the geologlcal delving into the. substrata of
the landscape . itself: 'Exploratlon is not so much a covering of gurface
distance'y, .Lévi- Strauss. writes in Trlstes Tropiques, 'as.a study in

depth' (1973 47-.8).

Such a.'vertical' project requires the anthropologist to extricate
himself from any particular locale in the landscape itselfs . he must
free himself of commitments to any single communlty, since his vocatlon
is to reduce all communities to a common ground: :

While remaining human himself, the anthropologist tries to
study and.judge mankind from a point -of view sufficiently -
lofty and remote to allow him to disregard the particular . -
c1rcumstances of a given society or civilisation.  The con=
ditions -in which he-lives and works cut him.off from his -
group . for long periods;  through being. exposed to such. com-
plete and sudden changes of environment, he acquires a kind
of chronlc rootlessness; .eventually, he comes to feel at:
home nowhere ... (1973 : 55).

It is central to Tristes Tropigues that these hardships of the task are
also. its great strengths.. Lévi-Strauss. constitutes the.anthropologist
as a. figure utterly ggge, a decultured man, His deracination is a
11beratlon.,“‘ ~ ’ :

_In prop051ng the study of manklnd, anthropology frees me from

doubt, since it examines those differences and changes in man--

kind which have a meaning for all men, and excludes those

peculiar to a single civilisation, which ‘dissolve into nothing-
. ness under the gaze of. the outside observer (ibid : 58).

'Anthropology frees me from doubt" nowhere are Lévi- Strauss' scientigtic
ambitions made clearer,_ Being free .of Cartesian doubt, the. 'anthropologist
is free as well of Cartegian subjectivity. He- becomes a new kind of man,
an 'out51de observer pretending, to an infinite extensiveness liberated
from perspectlve. He exchanges. the humanity of belonging to the group for
the humanlty of seeing whatxtlstobelong to the group, and so he . concelves
of us and them. Thls dlsengagement is exactly what is. meant by the anthro-
pologlst's recourse ito. interiority': his study in depth is a leap into
solitude. 1In 1dent1fy1ng us and’ them, Lévi-Strauss permits the anthropolo-
gist to inhabit at once the locale of his ordinary social discourse and the
deep structure of fundamental categories which he presumes to embody. As
Lévi-Strauss says about myths, the anthropologist is both langue and parole,
both the ground and the grounded.
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This figure of ‘the: deécultured scientist is thé‘protagéﬁist’of
Tristes Trog;qpes,» He is &lso the figure that we meet'élséwhere in
Lévi-Strauss' work, 'as'in hls 1n3unct10n in The’ Savagé Mind“'to &tudy
men as if they‘Were ants; ..o not to constltute, ‘but ‘to dissolve “man'
(1966 : 24627)) - But when we redd the memoir attentively, wenotice
a second figure 1 king near thé scientist, a rival anthropologlst
Far from celebrating his outsider's autonomy and solitude, this
anthropologlst wrltes 1n the flnal pages of Trlstes Troprgpes

ﬁThe self'is not only hateful there i's‘no place for it-
between: us ‘and nothing. " CARd 1f “in the last’resort, I
Hlopt for” us, even thqugh it i's no more than a semblance,
““the ! redson is that’ ... I have only one p0531b1e choice '
" between this:semblance: and mothing: - T have only’ 'to choose:
for the choiceritgelf to g8ignify wy’ unreserved acceptance
of the human condition (1973 : 414). S

This putting-oii of thé conditions of us is’ totally vearoved from’ ‘the
liberating di séngagement ‘whére ‘tanth 1ropology frees me from doubt'.
On the‘ contrary, the second: flgure ‘present'’s Himself ‘as committed 'to a
particular locale, a perspective’ around which the world extends:
1ndef1n1te1y
X have a duty to men, just- as I have a duty to knowledge,ff
Histéry, politics, the - economlc and social world, “the
physical ‘world‘and-even the' sky surround me’ w1th concentrlc
circles, from wiich T cannot’ escapé in “thought: w1th0ut cedlng
- a fragment of my ‘person to each one- of: ‘thém. Like' avpebble’
striking water and making- rlngs on the- surface"as it cuts
through,:in order to reach the bottom I too mist’ take the
plunge (1b1d 413). :

According to thiS'anthropologist the abstraction into an 'ideal -
repertoine" of:one'sitredl - encOunters in Eocial life will bring disin-
tegration of theé pérson. Far from & 1point of view Suff1C1ently Tofty
and remote', he falls into his particular situation and accepts the
concentr1c1t1es that surround him. Rather than treating men as if they
were ants, Lévi-Strauss: ends hlS book by 1dent1fy1ng hlmself 1n worshlp
at a Buddhlst kyohga . L

“If tne sc1entlst RN the hero of Tristes Troplgpes, this other
figure is its narrator, ‘and we learn what anthropology is for ‘him not
so much in the tale told as in the manner of its telling. For Trlstes,
Tropigues'iS‘told'as‘a est, that is, as a mévement frow a homeworld
acrioss-boundaries to ‘an otherworld of stranpeness.' ‘This movement 1s .

. not vertical but horizontal, not a delving into the’ landscape but a -
journey' across it. Actess to deep structlre is rot’ 80" much at isgue as
-~ access to them in' the firet‘plaCé; ' Indeed, -despite- the Archimeédian =
pretensions .of the scientist to v1ew Bociety &g -an abstracted whole,

. Tristes Troplques concerns nothing i fndt the difficultiés of" relatlng

usgrand: them in:the mo'st ‘particular ways. L&viiStrauss symbolizes’ these
‘problems in .the ongoing encounter between:0ld World and New World' thus
'x‘he rumlnates ‘as he crOsses the South Atlant:c, R
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The inky sky of the Doldrums and the oppressive atmosphere
L dde epltomlze the moral cllmate in" which the’ two worlds e

haVe come- fdce” to face. Thls oheerless sea'betWeen them,'
'”and the calmness of the weather whose only pose seems

,,,,,,

last mystlcal barrler between two reglons 5 dlametrlcally' .
0pposed to each' other through tHeir' different “tonditions that

_the first people to become aware of the fact could not believe
‘that they were both equglly’ himan (1973 30)

PV
it

In th1s hostllity between worlds, where can we find 'those diffgrences
and changes “which ‘havd a’ meanlng for all men'? Unllke the _easy, wan-
dering “analysés of ‘the Mythologiques anid’ The Eldmentary. Structures of
Klnshlp, Tristes: Troplques is’ full of borders and "difficult crossings,
which is why its 1nterm1nable descriptions,of trekklng and transpor—
tation are so central to the narratlve tance,w :

Nor does ‘th 'narrator clain to’ “have’ extrlcated hlmself from the
limitations imposed by the- mystlcal barrler between Old world nd’ New.
Just as hé'is ‘held down by the jungle’ and the marshland he slo
through, he is rooted in ‘a particular cortier of thé cultural landscape,
Unlike the lofty figure who is freed from doubt, this second man, remalns
unexterded and locals ~he" cannot ‘¢l aim, riv 'ged access to the 1deal

'repertolre of” social custons. At thé’ d 1max of his expedltlons comlng

b

on an utterly unstudled undlscovered Indlah peOple, he wrltes. R

T I ‘had:‘wainhted to réach the extreme llmlts ‘of the Savage" 1t

© -+ might ‘be thought that ‘my wish had been granted now “that. I }?“

+7 found myself among thefe charming Ihdians whom tio other white.
man had seen before ... Alas! they were only too savage ...
There they were, all ready to teach me their customs and bellefs,
and“I did not know" thelr language. They Were ‘as close to me. as
a refleétion in a mlrror' -T could tOuch them, but Ifcould hot
understand them. "I~ ‘had been glven, at one and the_f'me ‘time, my
reward and my" punishment (1973 332—3)

The Kant1an science must fall here: thére is no'trulyigeneraliZing

language, no easy 1somorphlsm between mlnd and soc1al structure.

Thls second flgure refuses to" admlt the poss1b111ty of deculturlng

“.mwhlmselfa- ‘Where ‘the"- sclentlst seeks to dlsengage hlmselfvf m any ground

any local ‘language) the ’other anthropolog;st d1sengages h1mself from:

»fhls own “locdle' only “to re—engage ‘himgelf in another., The condltlons of

locality itself, of inhabiting a perspectlve, never change. ‘Where the
scientist seeks geﬂe:'allzatlons, the second. flgure, who is the anthro-
pologist as: questAhéro, seéks partlcularltles, slnce strangeness iny
resides in the particular: As- opposed to,the,'outs;de observer' “but
like the narrator of Trlstes‘Troplqges, the f1gure of the qzest hero is
always on_the''way. *The ‘sciéntist- attempts to as51m11ate usﬁand them,
the questor tries 16 ‘go the di'stancé between, St TR

************************ . )
: . ) e AT bn w”.:;“ ‘exﬂa

only to-. dlsmlss h1mr 'Adventure has o’ place 1n the hropologlstls .
professibn';, ‘< he writed on 'the first: page of’ ‘the’ mem01r, '1t is merely
one:- of those.unavoldable drawbacks, whlch detract fr mlhls effectlve '
work 4 E e The fact that 50 mhch efﬁort and expendlture has to be wastedi
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on reaching the object of our studies bestows no value on that aspect
of our profession, and should be seen rather as its negatlve side’
(1973 : 17) Thls contempt for the value of. utrangeness and of cross-
ing dlstances is a far cry from the narrator who relishes, telling the
hardshlps of travel who confesses 'I wanted to reach the extreme
l1m1ts of the savage' Why the reaeotlon of the quest-pnoaect’

Because the quest is one that must fall Lev1~Strauss is-hard onithe
allure:of anthnopolagy as quest:

18 mine the only‘v01co ‘that bears w1tness to the 1mp0531billty
"of escapism? LiKe the Indian in the myth, I went as far as the
‘earth -allows one to 89, - and when I arrived at the world's end,

T questloned the people, the creatures and th1ngs I found there_y
and met with the same dlsapp01ntment' He stood still, weeping
bitterly, praying and moaning. And yet no mysterious sound
reached his ears, nor was he put to sleep in order to be trans-
_:jported as he slept, to the temple of the magic animals. For
“him there could no 1onger be the slightest doubt: no power,
.wfrom gnyone, . had ‘been granted him ... (1973 L. 2)

To conCelve of anthropology as a qpest is mlsgulded for two reasona.
Flrst, to the extent that the subaect 5001ety'rema1ns separate from the
014 World (which is vhat makes it a fit quest-object), the fieldworker
cannot understand ity this is what occurs with those Indians mentioned
above, Conversely, if the anthropologist claims to understand such people,
he can qnly have asslmllated their customs to a pre- existing code; he has
not learned from them, only domest1cated their New World 1nto the terms of
his 0ld: C . .
I reject the vast 1andscape, I clrcumscrlbeglt ees ¢ there
i nothlng to prove that my eye, if it. broadened its view of

the scene, would not recognlse the Bois de Meudon around

thi s 1n51gnif1cant fragment, which is trodden daily by the.

moat authentic savages but from which, however, Man Frlday'

footpr1nt is missing (ibid : 334-5).. ,

Agalnst the erisia of such’insuffidiedcies, Levi-Strauss offers the
rival image of the scientist. The scientist is freed of the task of under-
standing alien socletles in their strangeness, their particularity; -indeed
- his whole purpose is to reduce 3ocial life out of its given terms to that

'ideal repertoire' of universally valid elements. A respect for. 1oca11ty
glves way to- the de51re fbr totality:

“ The ‘study of these savages leads to something other than
_* the revelation of a Utopian state of nature or the dis-
- covery of the perfect society in the depths of the forest;
- it helps us to build a theoretlcal model of human society,
“which does not correspond’ to any, observable reality ...
(ibid : 392).

At the same time, claims Lévi-Strauss, this reduction will not be mere
ethnocentrism, the domestication of the. New World by the 0ld. The terms
of scientific discourse will be free of any single locale, because they
will reach that level where ordlnary 1oca1 discourse. is grounded. The:-
anthropologist reconstitutes the fragments of sogileties. as given 1nto
terms whick will be knowable to all men, while kelonging- to none inm .
particilar: ‘... after demolishing all forms of sotial organization, we
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The inky sky of the Doldrums and the oppressive atmosphere

© - ie. epitomize the moral ¢limate in- Whlch the two worlds
have come face to face. This ‘cheerless sea between them,
‘and- the calmness of the weather whose only purpose seems
to be to allow evil forces ‘td. gather fresh strength, are the
last” mystlcal ‘barrier ‘between two reglons “s0 dlametrlcally
opposed to each other through their different conditions that
the first people to become aware of the fact could not belleve
‘that they were both equally human- (1973 330)

In this hostility between worlds, where can we flnd "those differences
and changes whtich have a meanlng for all men'? " Unlike the easy, wan-
dering analyses of the Mvthologlques and The Elementary Structures of
Kinship, Tristes Troplqueu is full of borders and difficult crossings,
which is why its interminable descriptions of* trekklng and transpor~
tation are S0 central to the narratlve stance,"

Nor doeg the narrator clalm to have extrlcated hlmself from the
limitations 1mposed by’ the mystlcal barrier between 0ld- World and: New.
Just as he-isg" held down by the Jungle and the marshland he slogs -
through, he is rooted in‘a particular corner of tle cultural landscape°
Unlike the lofty figure who is freed from doubt, this second man, remains
unextended - and localj;  He- cannot claoim- pr1v1leged access to the!ldeal
‘repert01re of social customs. At the c¢limax of his expedltlons coming
on an utterly unstudled undlscovered Indlan people, he wrltes°

‘iI had wanted to reach the extreme limite of the savage,,ﬂlt'v
might be thought ‘that my ‘wish had been granted, now that I

-+ found myself among thése charming Indians whom no other whlte
man had seen before ... Alas! they were only too savage ...
There they were, all ready to teach me their customs and beliefs,
and:I did not know theﬂr language. They were as close tq me. as
a-refléection in a mlrror, I could touch them, but I could not
understand them. I had been given, at one and the same tlme, my
reward and. my punlshment (1973 ¢ 332. 3) ' O
The Kantlan science must fall here: there is no truly'generaiiéing
language, no easy 1somorphlsm between mlnd and 8001a1 structure°

Thls second figure refuseés to admlt the pOSSlblllty of . deculturlng
‘himself. Where the scieéntist seeks to dlsengage himself from any ground,
“any local: language, the other anthropologlst dlsongages himself from
“'his “own locale only to re-engage himself 'in another . The condltlons of
locality itself, of inhabiting a perspective, ‘rHever change. Where the
scientist seeks genieralizations, the second figure, who is the anthro-
pologist as: quest-hero, seeks partlcularltles, 51nce strangeness only
resides in the particular. As opposed to the ’out51de observer' but
like the narrator of Tristes Troplques, the’ flgure of’ the q;est hero is
always on the way.-‘The ‘scientist attempts to a8s1m11ate us, .and. them;
the questor tries to go ‘“the distance betweens

************************

- As the model for his vocatlon, Lev1 Strauss ralses up the questor
only to dismiss hims: T'Adventure has no place “in- the anthropologlst'
profession®, - he ‘writes on the first' page ‘of "the mem01r,"1t is merely‘
one. of those unavoidable drawbacks, whlch detract from his. effectlve
work ... The fact that so much effort and eXpendlture has to be wasted




- 147 =

on reaching the object of our studles bestows no Value on that aspect
of our profession, and should be seen rather as its negatlve side’
(1973 'l/)c Tnls contempt. for the value of strangenese and of cross-
ing d1stances is a far cry. from the narrator who relishes. tell1ng the
hardshlps of travel who confeSSes 'T wanted to reach the extreme
llmlts of the savage o Why the reJectlon of the quest~pr03ect?

Because the quest is one. that must fall Lev1-utrauvs 1s hard onithe
allure'of anthropolegy as quest°

- Is m1ne the only V01ce that bears w1tness to the 1mposs1b111ty
of escaplsm° Llce tne Indlan in the myth I, went as far as .the
earth 2allows one" to 8o, and when I arrlved at the world's end _
i quest1oned ‘the. people, the creatures and. things I foiind there
and ‘met with the same d1sappo1ntment He. stood st111 weeping
b1ttorly, praying and moaning. And yet no mysterlous sound
-reached his ears, nor was he put to sleep in.order to be trans-
ported ‘as he slept to the temple of the magic anlmals. For
him there could no longer be the slightest doubt: no power,
‘from anyone, . had been granted him ... (1973 : 41-2).

To conceive of anthropology as a quest 1s misguided for $wo reasons._
First, to the extent that the subgect SOClety remains separate from.the
0la World ‘(which' is what makes it a fit quest-object), the fieldworker.
cannot understand it; ‘this is what occurs with those Indians mentioned
above, Conversely, if the anthropologist claims to.understand such people,
he can only have assimilated their customs to a pre-existing code; he has
not learned from them, only domestlcated the1r New World into the terms of
his Old

I reJect the Vast 1andscape, I c1rcumscr1be 1t .ao 5. there
Tis nothlng to prove that my eye, if it broadened its view: of

~ the scene, would not. recognlse the B01s_de Meudon around .. .

" this insignificant fragment, which is trodden daily by the
most authentic savages but from which, however Man Ir1day s
footprint is missing (ivid : 334~5) - :

AgainSt"the‘crisis of such insuff1c1enc1es, Levi-Strauss offers the
rival image of the scientist. The scientist is freed of the task of under-
»standlng ‘alien soc1et1es in their strangeness. their. particularity; indeed
"his whole purpose is to reduce eoc1al life out of its given terms to that
'1dea1 repert01re' of un1versally ‘valid elementsnv A respect for- locallty
glves way to the desire for totallty

',fThe study of these savages 1eads to someth1ng other than-
the revelatlon of a UtOplan state of nature or the d1s— _
cavery of the perfect society in the depths of the forest;.

;:1t helps us to build a theoretlcal model of. human society,
" which ‘does not correspond to any observable reality .-
(ibid : 392).

At the same time, claims Lévi-Strauss, this reduction will not be mere
ethnocentrlsm, the domestication. .of the New World by the Old..- The terms
of sc1ent1f1c discourse w1ll be free of any .single locale, because: they
w111 reach ‘that’ 1evel where ord1nary local discourse. is. grounded...The -
anthropologlst reconstltutes the fragments of societias as given into
terms which will be knowable to all men, whlle belonging to none in
particular: ‘... after demolishing all forms of social organization, we
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can ... discover the principles which will allow us to construct a new
form' (ibid : 390). To put it in LéV1~Strauss own vocabulaxy, the
anthropologist escapes the contradictions of belng a quester by becoming
a bricoleur, a scientist of the concrete.l he reveals the pr1n01p1es of
social life by demollsnlng and revising .it.

******************{k**

This is an elegant formula. Unhappily it does not solve the
problem.  For the problems raised By the- failure of the quest- 1dea are
not really answered in the flgure of the sc1entlst. If the old World's
domestication of the New were .imply eplstemologlcal, simply a failure
of imagination, then the scientist might be sufficient; his reconstltu-
tion of the alien world through its fragments might supply the conditions
for understanding. But Lévi-Strauss makes clear that the anthropologlst'
projection of his own locale into-his subject's is not innocent, is more
active than Just a failure of imagination. Even when he carries the 0Old
World with him in the most trivial ways, &s when he hums over and over a
Chopin melody while marching through the bush, a darker and more potent
intrusion is implicit j for his problem as a qpester is not that so much
remains inaccessible to him, but that so much has already been destroyed.
Lévi-Strauss litters his memoir with stories of pathetic and perverse
sorts-of ethnocentrlsm and exploitation - on the part of- adventurers,rlss-
ionaries, cowboys, bureaucrats, and even anthropologlsts.‘ In quegting to
leave his own world behind and to encounter so¢ial life in its strangeness,
- the ethnographer is only another contaminator, a cultural analogue to the
seventeenth century traveller who remarked how free of disease the Tupi
Indians were at the same time that he was helplng to infect thems
The whole idea of a quest into their world presupposes our hav1ng under-
mined it already. Anthropology arises in a sltuatlon where its project
of crossing borders is nostalgic and inauthentic. The boundaries have
already been trespassed upon, and we f1nd only second- hand ver31ons of
ourselves. :

Journeys, those magic caskets full of dream—llke promises,
will never again yield up their treasures untarnished. 4
proliferating and over-excited civilization has broken the
silence ... what else can the so-called escapism of travel-:
ling do than confront us with the more unfortunate aspects
of our history? ... The first thing we see as we travel
round the world is our own fllth thrown into- the face of
mankind (ibid : 7n8) :

In the face of such problems, the figure of the scientist is not a -
sufficient response. Since the guest fails for particular historical
reasons, as well as for general methodological ones, it is not only a
new epistemological stance that is called for but also the anthropolo-
gist's acknowledgement of his personal place in the events that led to
‘his crisis. ~And appropriately it is on these historical grounds, rather
than epistemological ones; that Leli-Strauss seems to make his most
1mportant defence agalnst the fallures ‘of the quest progect

What has happened is that-tlme has“passed, Forgetfulness,
by rolling any memories along in its tide, has done more
-than merely wear them down or consign thém to oblivion. .
The profound structure it has created out 6f the fragments
allows me to achieve a more stable equilibrium and to see a
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clearer pattern. One order has been replaced by another.
-Batween these two cliffs, which preserve the distance between
' my'gaze and its object, time, the destroyer, has begun'to
- pile up rubble ... Events without apparent connectlon, and
originating from incongruous periods and pldaces, slide one
over the other and suddenly crystallize into a sort of edi-
flce which seems to have been conceived by an architect wiser
than my personal hlstory (1b1d , 43—4),

Lev1 Strauss defends hlS progect here in exactly the realm which had
failed him,the realm of" nlstory. Here.is an attenpt .to meke 'time, the
destroyer of Indians 1nto 1 time,. the provider' for anthropologists.
Notice how the narrator shifts time's destruction from the New World to
his own memories of it; .what lies in fragments is not the culture of
Brazilian Indians,-but his ideas about themy .and this shift allows him
to build them up again. One order has indeed been replaced by another -
not a:new and whole social order. for -those who have been exploited;. but
E“Héw conceptual order for the anthropologist. - And it is the fact that
the New World has been fragmented by the 0ld. which gives the anthropolo-
gisb, the elbow—room to develop his own way of building the fragments up

agalna-

As the 1dea of the passage 1nt1mates - an 1d10m of. 'fragments'

plling up rubble', and 'one order replacing another' -.Lé&vi-Strauss
. defends hlS anthropologlst from the accusations of history by constitu-

ting him as a bricoleur; for bricolage is exactly this process of trans-
mutlng time from a destroyer to a provider., In making this transmutation,
however, Lé&vi-Strauss evades the very issue we require him to answer: the
issye of particular historical responsibility. The idea of bricolage
cannot ‘resolve that .issue, because it, subsumes the particular instance of
destructlon under the general process.of’ understandlng, it subsumes the
content of hlstory under the method of sclence, a. science of the concrete.
But this is just what Tristes Trqgrgnes has led us to judge indefensible.
There is no necessary conceptual significance to the rubble of his Brazi-
lian memories, only a necessary political significance. The passage is
dlshonest in asserting that 'a profound structure is being c¢reated out of
the fragments', since the structure might only be a way of evading the
acknowlbdgement that the fragments are one's own. When a world has dis-
integrated to the point of being unable to resist or falsify an observer's
claims about it, it will not do to call that observer disengaged or

scientific. What results is not so much fundamental structures as imagina-

tive onés - not an isomorphism between mind and society, but an encounter
between a particularly fertile mind and partlcular societies unable to
answer back to it.

A good example in Tristes Tropiques of the errors of such a scientism
is Lé&vi-Strauss' analysis of the Nembikwara political system and his claim
to have illustrated through them an elementary structure of politics (ibid

305_317) . The Nambikwara live in small, :loose- knit nomadic bands, each
led by a chlef.. The ehief has no hereditary power, and as families can -
leave the bands and join others whenever they want, Levi~Strauss shrewdly‘
points out how political authority and stability depends on consent and
contract rather than on a traditional order made up of prescriptive rela-
tions. He takes this as an affirmation-of the position of the Enlighten-
ment Philosogn£§, especially Rousseau,  in. their definition of political
authority in terms of contractual association and cdnsent.
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Why should we take the Nambikwara bands to illustrate the ele-
mentary forms of the political life? It is much more llkely that their
instability, and consequent reliance on 1nd1v1dual acts of COnsent, come
from historical conditions which Le¥i-Strauss has earlier spoken of:
their populationh has been decimated by vhite-carried diseases over the
previous century so that the bands are only a tlny fraction of their
former size. It seems likely that the older bands would have had more
stability and a moré hierarchical dlstrlbutlon of authority. Whatever
the case, Lévi-Strauss errs in attrlbutlng general significance to ‘what
might be better explained within a specific, historieal context. Out
of the fragments of Namblkwara life, the’ brlcoleur builds up a personal
myth about polltlcal origins and then attrlbutes 1t to the world

What is odious in such instances is not structurallsm per se or the
notion of depth analysis, but rather the claim to a structuralist science.
When the anthropologist zespects the idea of borders and grants social
forms enough integrity to resist easy class1ficat10n, then structural
analysis is unobgectlonable. I take Lev1 Strauss' analysis of Caduveo
face-painting and Bororo social clasSes as good examples of this. To
claim the capacity to universalize through depth analysis, however, is
to presume the autonomy of each society to be no more than superficial;
it begs the question of relating us and them by simply 1dent1fy1ng them.
If we discover, as does Lévi- Strauss in Tristes Tropiques, that our
original sense of this relation is naive, our project 'should be to redraw
the relation with more subtlety, not abandon its terms. The fa]lure of
the quest to engage a world of strangeness does not eman01pate us from
the necessity of engaging at all; it does not free us to become scientists.
For we have seen how the figure of the scientist depends on backhanded
commitments to the very locality from which he claims to have extricated
himself; he receives from his own history the fragments with which he
imagines his freedom from history. The new figure of the anthropologist
must avoid both the presumptlon of the scientist and the naivete of the
quester. On the one hand, he must acknowledge the problem of us and them
in all its difficulty; nothing, not even imperialism, will free him from
the burdens of being local and present. On the other hand, he must not
fetishize strangeness into the purpose of his work; he must realize that
the New World is new not because it is prlstlne and exotic, but because
it is not yet born. Here, as usual, it is Lev1 Strauss who is his (our)
own best and most eloquent critic:

Being human. signifies, fo» each one of us, belonging to a

class, a society, a country, a continent, and a civilizationj

and for us Kuropean earth-dwellers, the adventure played out.

in the heart of the New World signifies in the first place that

it was not our world and that we are responsible for its destruc-
tion; and secondly, that there will never be another New ‘World:
since the confrontation between the 0ld World and the New makes
us thus conscious of ourselves, let us at least express it in its
primary terms - in the place where ... our world missed the
opportunlty offered to it of choosing between its various missions

(ibid : 393).
David Scobie
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