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Claude Lévi-Strauss
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Lévi-Strauss is one of the major intellectual figures of the twentieth century.

His theory of structuralism has been influential not only in anthropology, but

across the entire field of the humanities and social sciences. This book looks at

the formative period of his career, from the 1940s to the early 1960s, where he

attempts to define both his own place in anthropology and the place of anthro-

pology in the wider context of the human sciences in France. Through a close

reading of key texts, Christopher Johnson provides an introduction to impor-

tant aspects of Lévi-Strauss’s thought, at the same time posing more general

questions concerning the construction of theory and the different modes of

conceptualization that inform theory. Johnson looks at the ideological and au-

tobiographical dimensions of Lévi-Strauss’s work, and demonstrates how the

impact of structuralism as an intellectual movement has clearly been greater

than the sum of its theoretical parts.

christopher johnson is Professor of French at the University of

Nottingham and a member of the editorial board of Paragraph: A Journal

of Modern Critical Theory. His previous publications include System and

Writing in the Philosophy of Jacques Derrida (Cambridge University Press,

1993), and Derrida: The Scene of Writing (London: Phoenix, 1997).
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La génération à laquelle j’appartiens fut essentiellement préoccupée d’intro-

duire un peu plus de rigueur dans nos disciplines; elle s’est donc efforcée,

chaque fois qu’elle étudiait des phénomènes, de limiter le nombre des variables

qu’il fallait considérer.

(Lévi-Strauss, ‘Anthropologie, histoire, idéologie’, 184–5)

(My generation was essentially concerned with introducing a little more rigour

into our disciplines. So each time that we studied a particular set of phenom-

ena, we tried as much as possible to limit the number of variables under

consideration.)
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For my sisters, my elementary structure of kinship
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et le sacré: surréalisme, cinéma, ethnologie (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1995), pp. 249–59;
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x List of abbreviations

SA2 Structural Anthropology 2

SM The Savage Mind

T Totemism

TT2 Tristes tropiques

VA The View from Afar
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