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Structuralism  has  been develloped historically. The idea of

~ructuralism which is adopted nowdays among social scientists has its

ieots in the contributions of the previous social scientists like August
~omite. Durkheim. Saussure. Levi-Strauss and Vico .....etc... I believe that
is necessary to outline the efforts and contributions of those pioneers of

“iructuralism so that we can examine how this new tentency has been

wwcepted by a lot of social scientists as an alternative methodology to

2uistentialism, phenomenology and idealism .

The fathers of structuralism:
According to Bottomore and Nisbet (1979), August Comte (1798-1857)
was the first systematie structural thinker in French sociology. In order to
o his structuralist option. they focused on some examples of his
tieoretical positions which are reflecting a certain structural approach.
omie had  been very antipathic to the conceptual atomism or
dividualism in anv form. He referred particularly to the “metaphysical”
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thinking in the senteenth and eighteenth centuries as being the source of
the atomistic individualism along with the psychological associationism
of the Age of Reason and the Enlightment. In the book of Positive
Philosophy, Comte demonstrated that each science flows historically in
structure and aims from its predecessor, including sociology .In the same
book he wrote: “Our real business is to analyse accurately the
circumstances of phenomena and to connect them by the natural relations
of succession and resemblance”. (Qoted in Bottomore and Nesbit, 1979
p.560)

He continued by saying that “no social fact can have any scientific
meaning till it is connected with social fact” .(p 561)

Bottomore and Nisbet (1979) argue that the best item in Comte’s
structuralism may be observed in his famous “Law of Three States”. It is
as they qualify it an abstract and generalized structuralism which Comte
was seeking in man’s past and present. Comte’s idea of the three states
consisted i the nature of civilization which is developing from a first
period characterized by theological modes of thought to a second phase
dominated by philosophical or “meta-physical” forms of thought and the
third stage where positive thinking isimposed .(p 562) Bottomore and
Nisbet (1979) pointed out in the end that “no one ever worshipped
system and structure more than August Comte” .(p 562)

One of the pioneers of the idea of structuralism was the Italian
Giambattista Vico (1668-1744). He published a book called The New
Science in 1725, but it passed unnoticed at that time .

The idea proposed in The New Science by Vico was simply a
“natural” science for human society similar to the science developed by
Galileo, Bacon and Newton. The master key of the New Science lay in
Vico’s discovery that the so- called “primitive” man possesses in fact an
inherent “poetic wisdom™ and reveals himself to be not just an ignorant
and barbaric human but responds to his environment intelligibly and
manifests his responses and communications in the forms of symbols and
myths .

The implication of Vico’s conclusion was that early societies had
their own foundations for their social institutions, and their responses to
reality were not “primitive” but were simply responses of a different
order whose functions were serious, cognitive ones .

5
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Vico concluded from his observations of ancient people that were
creating myths which were shaping their societies. This means that men
have: “created themselves” and that “the world of civil society has
certainly been made by men, and that its principles are therefore to be
found within the modifications of our own human mind” .(quote in
Hawkes, 1977, p 13)

As man constructs the myths, elaborates social institutions and
virtually constitutes the whole world as he perceives it, he constructs
himse!l in doing so. This process is based on the continual creation of
recognizable and repeated forms which are known as the process of
structuring .From Vico’s point of view, this process was inherent,
permanent and a characteristic of human being. (Hawkes ,1977 p 14)

Hawkes (1977) argues that Vico is like the existentialists. He
considered that there is no pre-existent, “given” human essence and there
was no such pre-determined “human nature™ .Vico was also in agreement
with the Marxist theory because he seemed to argue that a certain form of
humanity is imposed by a particular social relation and systems of human
institutions. (Hawkes, 1977 p 15)

Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) is France’s preeminent sociologist after
August Comte. He had contributed a lot for the edification of
structuralism in French sociological thought. Durkheim had influenced
with his _thoughts and methodology a lot of social scientists like Claude
Levi-strauss, Marcel Mauss, Maurice Halbwachs, Radcliffe-Brown and
Basil Bernstein. Bottomore and Nisbet (1979) argue that “Livi-strauss
has never been other than outspoken in his admiration for Durkheim” .(p
565)

Durkheim had convinced the contemporary social scientists of the
usefulness of the structuralist insight in social inquiry .

To illustrate Durkheim’s structural perspective, Bottomore and Nisbet
(1979) draw attention to the definition of the scope and method of
sociology which Durkheim had written in his Latin Dissertation on
Montesquieu published in 1892. He said: “if social science is really to
eXist, societies must be assumed to have a certain nature which results
from the nature and arrangement of the elements composing them, and

which 15 the source of social phenomena” (quoted in Bottomore and
Nisbet. 1979 p 566)
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Durkheim was like Comte, very critical of analytical individualism.
He expunged psychology from the world of sociology because he
believed that psychological explanations of social phenomena are most of
the time false .

Due to the intelectual style of Durkheim, most of his readers for a
long time accused him of creating a “group mind” of a limitless “‘social
determinism”. and failing to recognise the existence of individual human
beings .

Durkheim had certainly accepted from Comte the idea that society
has an independent existence regarding the drive of instinct or effect of
individuals .He accepted also from Comte the idea that society can be
analysed only into wholes or structures which are themselves social and
not individuals .Also. Durkheim and Comte agreed on the fact that social
phenomena have as much reality as do physical facts. (Bottomore and
Nisbet, 1979 p 566)

Durkheim’s dynamic structuralism had been outlined in the two
major works: The division of labour (1893) and forms the Elementary of
Religious Life (1912) .The first example in Durkeim’s structuralism was
the treament of contract as a part of a large system or structure. He
conceived the idea of precontractual foundations of contract. that is. the
whole institution of inherited traditions. rules and understandings. which
are the basis for a modern contract. He said: “in sum. a contract is not
sufficient into itself. but is possible only thanks to aregulation of the
contract which is originally social™(quoted in Bottomore and Nisbet .
1979 p 567) .

Another more radical example of Durkheim's structuralist way of
thinking is seen in his interpretation of the “Categories of the Mind™. The
categories are the ideas of causation, space, force, time and so on. all of
which are helping man to assimilate and order sensory impressions.
Durkheim was very critical of Kant’s point of view that these categorics
were innate, instinctive and closely attached to the human mind .He was
more critical of Hume’s earlier explanations that men’s ideas of causc.
time, mass and so on is the outcome of an accumulation in the
individual’s life of experiences and observations Durkheim argued that
we must consider that categories are the result of the society’s dominance
over the individual from the very earliest times. He said that: “itis the
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very authority of society, transferring itself to a certain manner of
thought which is the indispensable condition of all thought” (quoted in
Bottomore and Nisbet, 1979 p 568) .Therefore, Durkheim was always
avoiding the individual explanation of categories to the social ones which
make us feel that he was more totalitarian than individualistic .

The final example of Durkheim’s structuralism was the treatment of
the incest toboo .(1) Here as well, Durkheim held the view of the social
origin of the incest taboo. He vigorously rejected the biological and
psychological explanations which could provoke the incest. Durkheim
explored the origin and continuation of the incest taboo when he pointed
out that the taboo has a relation with the ancient principle of exogamy (2)
which is originally totemic. The totemic system is based on the fact that
there is “a collective subordination of the members of the totemic group
to the sacred essence represented by the totemic plant or animal”
(Bottomore and Nisbet, 1979 p569). Durkheim suggested here that
exogamy was the foundation of the society and the taboo of incest had
the the exogamic group function to “prevent any profanation of the totem
of the exogamic group by any forms of uncleanness, whether pertaining
to food, dring or sex”. (Bottomore and Nisbet, 1979 p 569 ) Therefore,
the act of

(1)Sexual intercource between two persons commonly regarded as too
closely related to marry. (dic)

(2) The custom or cult of marrying a person belonging to another tribe
(dic)of incest is a kind of prevention from profanity that could reach the
totem of the exogamic group .

If we come to the conclusion about Durkheim’s structuralism we can
say that Durkheim, as well as Comte, always dropped the explanations
which begin with biological aspects of the race or the individual, or have
any connection with climatic, geographical, or other non social areas of
life. or fucusing on masses of particulars. Durkheim believed that all
these kinds of explanations are far away from the sociological method
He stressed the fact that sociologists must set any element of human life
for mvestigation in the larger context so that they can start a scientific
explanation. and this context must be at once social and structural
(Bottomore and Nisbet, 1979 p 570) .
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There are some famous sociologists who have been influenced by
Durkheim’s structuralism .We can cite as examples, Mauss, Halbwachs,
Radcliffe-Brown, Bernstein .

Marcel Mauss (1872-1950) was deeply devoted to Durkheim’s
methodological and theoretical canons. The structuralist charactere of his
work may be found in the study of Pimitive Classification, which he did
in collaboration with Durkheim (1903) and the work done earlier (1899)
called: Sacrifice: Its nature and Funtion. There was another study called:
The Gift (1925) which is unquestionably the most important of Mauss’s
works., Mauss’s conception of the gift is similar to the kind of social fact
which Durkheim had described in theoretical terms in The Rules of
Sociological Method. Mauss described the gift as “the kind that permits
objective. emperical and comparative analysis and that also serves as a
focus for a broad and complex pattern of social, economic, religious.
aesthetic and psychological behaviour” (Bottomore and Nisbet, 1979 p
572).Mauss observed the basic function of gift exchange as to contribute
to social solidarity. He said: “gifts exchanges, while, in theory voluntary.
disintersted, and spontaneous .... are in fact obligatory and interested™
(quoted in Bottomore and Nisbet, 1979 p 573)

Most of Mauss’s structuralist approaches were to be found in his
classical writings. We find not only the emphasis on systems and patterns
of social relationships but also the focus on the objective manifestations
of regular human interactions. (Bottomore and Nisbet, 1979 p 573)

In addition to Mauss, we can introduce Maurice Halbwachs (1877-
1945). He studied under Durkheim and collaborated with him in L’Annec
Ssociologique. He was known as generally following Durkheim’s
principles throughout his life, but despite this fact. he made a reAmar'kablc\
enlargement of scope and method. Halbwachs, using a combination of
comparative and psychological analysis. studied the important SUbJ.CCt of
social class which had been almost ignored by Durkheim. He stqdwd as
well the subject of suicide following the classic work of Durkhelm. b'ut
with much better sophisticated statistical method than was possible in
Durkheim’s days . .

Halbwachs’s structuralism is better seen in his b001.< the Sgﬂa.ll‘.‘z&é
of Memory published in 1925.1t started first of all with a Durkhcmngl;
passage on dreams, and moved to develop some analysis of the socia
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sources of individual memory. The emphasis of that book was on the
function of language, the relation of family tradition to individual
images, religion, and social class. All these subjects had been dealt with
in order to bring to light the relation between the nature of individual
memory and the social order .The structuralism of Halbwachs is much
better realized from his final work, The Topography of Legend,
published in 1941 in France. This work was the social-psychological
study of a famous holy place and put emphasis on the fusion of tradition
and legend into a collective memory of those who live there, or who
make pilgrimages to it. (Bottomore and Nisbet, 1979 p573)

The influence of Durkheim’s structuralism had gone beyond the
[rontier of France when it had gained the admiration of the British
anthropologist, Radcliffe-Brown (1881-1995). He is viewed as the first
outside France to assert the theoritical-philosophical importance of
Durkheim and also its relevance to emperical study of social behaviour.
In fact, it was Radcliffe-Brown who had contributed a lot to bringing
Durkheim into the position of intellectual authority in the United States
since the 1930s. (Bottomore and Nisbet, 1979 p575)

Radcliffe-Brown had emphasised structure and function, and this was
the chief reason that enabled him to be among the post-Durkheimians. He
believed that anthropologists should be involved in search of scientific
laws of structure. funtion and other cardinal elements of the primitive
societies instead of entering into the investigation for “human origins”
and the stages of development. Radcliffe-Brown specified very clearly
his structuralist tendency in the Natural Science of Society. He wrote:
“no amount of investigation can explain the characteristics of society by
single reference to the nature of human beings, but by an investi- gation
of human beings arranged in a certain order, yes. The social scientist is
studying the structural arrangement of the units and takes the internal
structure of the units for granted .” (quoted in Bottomore and Nisbet,
1979 p 576)

Radcliffe-Brown made an important distinction relating to the nature
of change. Firstly, there is “change within the structure”. This kind
occurs, for example, when two people unrelated before get married and
have children. This factis, in a way, change in the life patterns of many
people but it has not affected the social strcture, that is, the institution of
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marriage. The change has taken place within the marriage social structure
but it has not affected the system of marriage itself. The other kind of
change which Radcliffe-Brown had pointed out is the kind of change that
alters or transforms the structure of marriage itself But this kind of
change is rare and it is the result of internal or external disturbances .

The last author I would to draw attention to is Bernstein. He is also
considered as a Durkheimian structuralist .

According to Atkinson (1981), Bernstein has been influenced by
Durkheim’s thought and he has always referred to the framework of
Durkheim’s concepts .The structuralism of Bernstein — inspired from
Durkheim — is clearly shown in his papers on the ritual of schooling. and
his suggestion of the distinction between the “expressive” and
“instrumental” orders of school .(p 88)

Bernstein’s structuralism is formulated also on the notion of “code™
which has been often misunderstood and misread by a lot of social
scientists .Atkinson (1981) argues that Bernstein’s notion of code is in
some way equilvalent to Levi-Strauss’s “jig-saw” which is a kind of
“regulatory principle or mechanism which underlies the “surface”
manifestations of speech, perceptions and order of meaning” (p 88).
Bernstein uses again the notion of “code” in a structural way. He refers to
it — as Atkinson said — “to a regulatory principle governing the selection
and permitted permutations of curricular and linguistic “code” in much
more than in common terminology . (P 92) Therefore the “code™ as «
systematic principle has the function to let the possibility of emerging
different “forms” of speech in real life .Atkinson (1981) argues that thi
latter conception of “code” has been inspired from the structuralist idea:
of Mary Douglas. (p 92) Atkinson (1981) draws a conclusion about the
aim of Bernstein’s structuralism. He said that: “the full significance ol
his oeuvre lies in a consistent attempt (if unevenly realized ) to theorize
the reproduction of social forms” (p 92)

Structuralism in linguistics : _

The tfoundations of structuralism are originating in the linguistic
mndel. Barthes himself has been quoted as saying that structuralism as «
mode of analysis has its basis in the methods of contemporary l.inguistics.
This view is supported by Levi-Strauss as well. In an article abou:
structural linguistics and anthropology. he said that as fas as thu
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athropologisis ire following the linguist’s oxampie; they might become:
erv productive and {ruitful and could lead them to thre:“phtormodogicad
avolution”™ in anthropology .(Culler, 1975 p 3-4)

Linguistic discipline has become a key to the techmiques: of”
sructuralism by the: influence: of the “Father of Moderm Linguistics?”..
erdinand e Saussure, a Swiss lingnist whose work is the: basis: for most-
antemporary  structuralist thinking. Saussure inheritedt the: traditiomal
ew w';”.angrmge s aggrezate i enarate nite. salled “words” which
aeve wocoted 8 1av/ng senarale tmneaming” atached o them. All words,
1% anguage cist vithin i ngiorical mension subject to observable
na esoraanis aWenl shangz. Sawkes., V77 9 M

e omnbuion olaussire o he fuav o inguistics lies in the
Rt orem he raditonal v v anguags o he 1ew onception of it as

Teianonal” onz Tae ewlauonar dess 0 aussire in linguistics had:
eI CeITdell NS WS @ _nmustione  enerale. Tt is an account
ssembled rom he 0es 0 ue studsaie vio atended some of his

ohr Duverciy 7 Leneva oetwesa 206 and 1911, Saussure:
he woumenm hat anguage  nowd e studied not only
dachroacalv, noerms 37 IS naividual JATe. Ul o synchronically. in
i ol B CIAN0NEDS Hetwesn hoss Jarts Zawkes. 1977 pl 9-20)
walsswie eleved hal ve cpowd 101 iy ake into account the
dachronis  EWvioment 1 anguage y=cause tos 101 he only process to
akC 0TIex 1 nohe quav W anguage. n o acl he history of a word
I ead 0 nadenuate iesounts o1 e neanng. Tie anguage should be
Tudiedt dsn NS CRACHTONICAl ispest. Taere e aws of equilibrium
NAUSTIVING  anguage  vinch operate on s vements and result in a
VACTTONIC VSIem Al any pomnt in misiory {Plaget, 1971 p 76).

e aext srucial idea in the structuralist cnireprise of lingnistics is the:
listinction rawn by Saussure between “langnage™ and “speaking”. He:
s aken  inguistics to be concerned with “langue” (langnage) rather
han “vith “>arole” (speaking). The distinction between the twe is that
anguage ould »e concerned with what we have in common which
:nables us 0 speak. It is - as Cuiler (1975 nuts it —*2 system, an
ASHILLON. L er ) nierpersonal ules and orme” | ) 3. “Speaking” is
omeihing v aave ndividually, it

$ 1)Jersonal Teedom of speech. In
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 often. The thing which will remain always is the form of the train (the

~ phenomenon) but the matter is in permanent change. There is a similar

“situation in linguistics, if we take the word “gentleman”, we encounter
- that it may vary in the way it is pronounced and it may differ in the way
it is meant but after all, it remains the same word. What always varies is
- the phonic and the psychological matter, the form of the word is usually
~ constant. (Pettit, 1975 p7) .
Pettit (1975) argues in the end that we can understand from
- Saussure’s ideas in linguistics that language — as distinct from speaking —
~7is essentially a system for differentiating words” (p 10). The linguistic
~ model of Saussure — as Pettit (1975) argues — considered language as
~things of the material world. Saussure put also language as a mechanism
~or organism. He said: “language is a system of independent terms in
- which the value of each term resultssolely from the imultaneous presence
~ of the others™. (quoted in Pettit, 1975 p10)
The system of language is not even qualified as being the product of
- the conscious mind, it is working under unconscious laws. Saussure
argued that: = the system is a complex mechanism that can be grasped
~ only through reflections, the very ones who use it daily are ignorant ot it”
- (quoted in Pettit, 1975 p10)
: Structuralism in Anthropology :

Moving now to structuralism in anthropology, we realize the central
figure in the movement is undoubtedly Claude Levi-Strauss. Richard de
- George (1972) argues that for some people the writings of Levi-Strauss

are synonymous with structuralism (p 23) .

Levi-Strauss had accepted the structural conception in linguistics to
- the extent that he used the methods of structural linguistics in his

- anthropological analysis. He was first wondering: “... whether the
different aspects of social life (including even arts and religion) cannot
only be studied by the methods of, and with the help of concepts similar
to those employed in linguistics, but also whether they do not constitute

phenomena whose innate nature is the same as that of language. (quoted
in Hawkes. 1975 p33)

Levi-Strauss treated all kinds of social behaviours and activities such
as cooking. music. art. modes of dress. as if they were languages,

~ becouse each of them is conceived as a social expression. Social
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activities have the role of communication and expression. They are like a
language. organized in a system of behaviour which is structured by
unconscious laws. The structure of each social activity or behaviour
could be seen as the grammar of a language. People are unconscious of
their structural activities, in the same way as the rules of the English
speakers. Levi-Strauss considered that if we do not feel the structuring of
our customs and modes of dress and so on, this does not mean that they
are unstructured. The structures of the social activities and behaviours are
within them and underlying them. and if we want to see them we have to
provide a lot of effort to make them explicit over the years just like the
English language grammar is now quite known and explicit. Therefore.
the primary role of anthropology. in the conception of Levi-Strauss, is to
explain cultural phenomena in terms of general laws and unconscious
structures .(De George, 1972 p25)

Levi-Strauss pe;'ceived cultural activities and behaviours not as
intrinsic or discrete entities. but in terms of the dissimilar relationship
they have with each other so that they appear slrongly simi]ar to
phonemic structure of language. He said: “like phonemes, km;hm terms
are elements of meaning: like phonemes they acquire meaning only if
they are integrated into systems” (quoted in Hawkes. 1977 p 34)

Levis-Strauss’s conception of social structure is more elaborated than
that of Radcliffe-Brown. Radcliffe-Brown believed that in both the
natural and social world. the srtucture is an organization which consists
of concrete parts of the whole. There is a close relation .bgtween. structure
and function and the social srtucture has the same empirical existence as
physiological phenomena. Levi-Strauss on the other hand agreed with
Radcliffe-Brown that the structure is part of reality buthasawitata
much higher level of abstraction. He was much concerned }Vilh the
former way which the parts of the structure are organized. Levi-Strauss
emphasised the fact that it is possible to have several ways of
organization of the same phenomena or structural  elements.
(Glucksmann, 1974 n232-233) L

Levi-Strauss believed that there is a structure of human nature which
should uncover. He thought also that there is a universal, basi structure of
man which is hidden below the surface and which is known through its
social manifestations such as language. cooking. dress. arts. myts and all
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kinds of social expressions. He agreed with Marx and Feud that.
everything is determined and comes from deeper realities and deeper
order, so there is no room for arbitrary or accidental facts .(De George,
1972 p 28)

Following the Marxist’s views, Levi-Strauss argued that both the
under-structure (economic base) and the super-structure (social and
ideological morals) of a society are formed from a multiplicity of levels
(structures) with different types of transformations operative from one
level to another. The role of structural anthropology is to uncover the
multiplicity of structures at all levels of society and to prove that they are
homologous to one another. (De George, 1972 p 26)

Conclusion: In conclusion, we can say that this exposition of the
central ideas of Saussure and Levi-Strauss has demonstrated their
structuralist concerns. I would like also to draw attention to the
conclusion highlighted by Bottomore and Nisbet from the writings of
modern linguistics theorists and from Levi-Strauss toAlthusser, it says
that structuralism embodies a general philosophy of science which is not
only antihumanistic and antihistoricist but also anti-empiricist. According
to the structuralism tendency, the constitution of any science is mainly a
theoretical construction provided by the formation of concepts referring
to the “hidden” realities and not relying on the immediately given data of
emperical science .
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