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and Play in
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Perhaps something has occurred in the his-
tory of the concept of structure thar could
be cailed an “event,” if dus loaded weord
did not entail 4 meaning which it is pre-
tisely the function of strucmral—or struc-
turalist—thought to reduce or to suspect, ;
But Iet me use the teem “event” anyway,
employing it with cantion and as if in quo-
tation marks, In this sense, this event will
have the exterior form of a rupture and a
redoubling. .

It would be easy enough to show that the
concept of structure and even the word
“structure™ itself are ss old as the epinémd
~—that s to say, 25 old &5 western science
and western  philosophy-wand thar their
roots thrust deep into the soil of ordinary
Zznguage, into whose deepest recesses the
epistémé plunges to gather them together
once more, making them part of itself in a
metaphorical displacement. Nevertheless, up
until the event which I wish to mark out
and define, stucture—or rather the struce
turality of strucrure—although it has al-
ways been involved, has always been nen.
tralized or reduced, and this by a proces
of giving it a center or referring it to a
poine of presence, a fixed origin, The func.
tion of this center was not only to orient,
balance, and organize the structurew-one
cannot in fact conceive of an unorganized
sructure—but above all to make sure chac
the organizing principle of the structure
would limit what we might call the free-

*¥Ls Structure, le signe et e jeu dans Je discours
des sciences humaines.” The text which follows is
& tramslaton of che revised verdon of M. Der-
rida's communication, The word “jeu” is variously
translaced here as "play,” “interplay,” "game,” and
“stake” besides the normarive wanslation “free-
play.” Al footnotes ro this article are additions by
the translator, '
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play of the structure. No doubt that by erienting and organizing the
coherence of the system, the center of 3 structure permits the free.
play of s elements inside che rotal form. And even today the nation
of a strucrure lacking any center represents the unthinkable itself,
Neverrheless, the center also closes off the freeplay it opens up and
makes possible. Qua center, it is che point at which che substrution of
contents, clements, or terms is no longer posdble. Ac the center, the
permutation or the transformation of elements (which may of course
be structures enclosed within a strucrure) is forbidden. At least this
permuration has always remained imeerdicted® (I use this word de-
liberarely). Thus it has always been thought that the center, which is
by definition unique, construted that very thing within 2 structure
which governs the seruceure, while escaping strucrurality. This is why

" classical thoughe concerning strucrure could say that the center is,

paradoxically, within the structure and owside it. The center is at the
center of the torality, and yer, since the center does not belong to the
totality (is not part of the votality), the toulity bar its cemzer else-
where. The center is not the cencer. The concept of centered struc-
ture—although it represents coherence itself, the condidon of the
epistémé as philosophy or science-wis contradictorily coherent. And,
as always, coherence in contradiction expresses the force of a desire.

" The concept of centered structure is in facr the concepr of 2 freeplay

based on a fundamental ground, 2 freeplay which is construred «

a fundamental immobility and & reassuring certirude, which is irself
beyond the reach of the freeplay. With this certitude anxiety can be
mastered, for anxiety is invariably the result of 2 certain mode of
being implicated in the game, of being canght by the game, of being
as it were from the very beginning at stake in the game? From the
basis of what we therefore call the center (and which, because ir c#h
be either inside or ouside, is as readily called the origin as the end,
as readily arché as telgs), the repetitions, the substicutions, the trans-
formarions, and the permutations are always taken from a history of
meaning [sems]wthat is, a history, period—whose origin may always
be revealed or whose end may always be antcipated in the form of
presence. This is why one could perhaps say that the movement of
any archeology, like thac of any escharology, is an accomplice of this
reduction of the structurality of strucrure and always atrempes to con-
ceive of strucrure from the basis of a full presence which is out of play.

*Imterdite: “forbidden,” “disconcerted® “confounded,” “speechiess.”
P .. qui nair eovjowrs d'une certaine manidre d'dtre impliqué dans le jes,
d'étre pris ay jeu, d'ére comme éuce donirie de jen dang le jeut
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If this is so, the whole history of the concept of structure, before
the rupture I spoke of, must be thought of as a series of substitutions
of center for center, as 2 linked chain of determinations of the center.
Successively, and in 2 regulared fashion, the center receives different

" forms or names. The history of meraphysics, like the history of the
West, Is the history of these metaphors and metonymies, Jes mattx—
if you will pardon me for demonstrating so lictle and for being so

 ellipitical in order to bring me more quickly to my principal theme—

is the determination of being as presence in all the senses of this word,
It would be possible to show that all the names related to funda-
meneals, to principles, or to the ceater have slways designated the
constant of 2 ce~—cidos, arché, telos, energeia, ousia (cssence,
existence, substance, subject) aletheia, transcendentality, consciousness,
ar conscience, God, marn, and so forth,

The event 1 called 2 rupture, the disruption 1 allnded to at the be-
ginning of this paper, would presumably have come about when the
structurality of structure had ro begin to be thoughe, that is to say,
repeated, and this is why I said thav this disrupton was repetition in
all of the senses of this word: From then on it became necessary to
think the law which governed, as it were, the desire for the center in
the constitucion of stracture and the process of signification prescrib-
ing its displacements and its substirutions for this law of the central
presence—but a central which was never iwelf, which has
slways already been orted outside itself in jts sarrogate. The
surrogate does not substiture itself for anything which has somchow
pre-exiseed it, From then on it was probably necessary to begin to think
that there was no center, that the center could not be thought in the

,form of 2 being-present, that the center had no natural locus, that it

.15 not a fixed locus but a function, a sort of non-focus in which an

. infinite number of sign-substitutions carme into play. This mofment was

3 -that in which language invaded the universal problematic; that in

which, in the absence of 2 center or origin, everything became dis-

- course—-provided we can agree on this word—that is to say, when

everything became a systems where the central signified, the original
or transcendental signified, Is never absolurely present outside a em
of differences. The absence of the rranscendental signified extends the
domuain and the interplay of signification ad infiniturms,

Where and how does this decentering, this notion of the structurality
of structure, occur? It would be somewhat naive to refer to an event,
3 doctrine, or an author in order to designate this occurrence. It is no
doubt part of the totality of an era, our owa, but sull it has alrcady
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begun to proclaim itself and begun to work. Nevertheless, if T wished
to give some sorc of indication by choosing one or rwo “names,” and
by recalling those authots in whose discourses this oceurrence has most
nearly maintained its most radical formulation, I would probably cite
the Niemschean critique of metaphysics, the critique of the conczpts
of being and cruth, for which were substituted the concepts of play, in-
terpretation, and sign (sign without truth present); the Freudian critique
or self-presence, thar is, the critique of corwciausanjﬁ. of the subjecr, c!f
self-identity and of self-proximity or self-possession; and, more radi-
cally, the Eleideggerean destruction of meraphysics, of onto-theology,
of the derermination of being as presence, But all zhese‘ descructive dgs-
courses and all their analogues are trapped in a sort’ of circle. This
circle is unique. It describes the form of the reladonship between the
history of metaphysics and the destruction of the history of meta-
physics, There is no sense in doing without the concepts of meta-
physics in order to attack metaphysics. We have no language—no
syntax and no lexicon—which is alien to this histary; we cannot utter
a single destructive proposition which has not already slipped into the
form, the logic, and the implicit postalations of precisely what it seeks
to contest. To pick out one example from mzny: the meraphysics of
presence is attacked with the help of the concept of the sign, But
from the moment anyone wishes this to show, 25 I suggested a moment
ago, that there is no transcendental or privileged si and that che
domain or the interplay of signification has, hencaforth, no hz;u:. he
ought to extend his refusal to the concepr and to the word sign lts:-lfw-
which is precisely what cannot be done. For the significauon “sign”
has always been comprehended and determined, in its sense, as*s:g:m:f,
signifier referring to & signified, signifier different from ity signified.
If onc erases the radical difference between signifier and signified, it s
the word signifier itself which ought to be abandoned as a metaphysi-
eal concept. When Lévi-Strauss says in the preface to The Row and
the Cooked ¢ that he has “sought to transcend the opposition berween
the sensible and the intelligible by placing [himself] from the very
beginning at the level of signs” the necessicy, the force, and the
legitimacy of his act cannot make us forget that the concept of the
sign cannot in itself surpass or bypass this oppesition berween the
sensible and the intelligible. The concept of the sign is determined by
this opposition: through and throughout the totality of irs history and
by its syscem. But we cannot do without the concept of the sign, we
cannot give up this metaphysical complicity without also giving up
Le cru ot i cuir (Panis: Plon, 1964),
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the critique we are directing against this complicity, without the risk
of srasing difference [altogerher] in the seif-identity of a signified re-
ducing into itself its signifier, or, what amounts to the same thing,
simply expelling it outside itself. For there are two heterogenous
ways of erasing the difference between the signifier and the sipnified:
one, the clasic way, consists in reducing or deriving the signifier,
that is to say, vitmately in subminting the sign to thoughe; the other,
the ene we are using here against the first one, consists in putdng into
question the system in which the preceding reduction funcrioned:
fisst and foremost, the opposition between the sensible and the inrelli-
gible. The parador is that the mectaphysical reduction of the sgn
needed the opposition it was reducing. The opposition is pare of the
system, slong with the reduction, And what I am saying here about
the sign can be extended to gll the concepts and all the seatences of
metaphysics, In particular to the discowrse on “stracture” But there
are many ways of being caught in this circle. They are all mors or
less naive, more or less empirical, more or Jess systematic, more or less
close to the formulation or gven to the formulization of this circle,
It is these differences which' explain the multiplicity of destructive
discourses and the dissgreement berween those who make them. It was
within concepts inherited from metaphysics that Nierzsche, Freud,
and Heidegger worked, for example, Since these concepts are not ele-
ments or atoms snd since they are taken from a syntax and a system,
every particular borrowing drags along with it the whole of meta-
physics. This is whar allows these destroyers to destroy each other
reciprocally-~for example, Heidegger considering Nietzsche, with as
much lucidity and rigor as bad faith and misconstrucrion, as the last
metaphysician, the last “Plaronist.” One could do the same for Heideg-
ger himself, for Freud, or for 2 number of others. And today no
exercise is more widespread,

What is the relevance of this formal schéma when we varn to what

| " are called the “human sciences™? One of them perhaps occupies a privi-

leged place—erhnology. One can in fact assume thar ethnology could
have been born as a science only st the moment when a de-centering
had come abour: ar the momenr when European eulrure—and, in
consequence, the history of metaphysics and of its concepts—had
been dislocated, driven from its locus, and forced to stop considering
hself as the culture of reference, This momear is not first and foremost

2 moment of philosophical or scientific discourse, it is also 2 moment

which is polirical, economic, technical, and so forth, One can say in
toral gssurance that there is nothing fortuitous about the fact that the
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eritique of ethnocentrismewthe very condition of cthnology—should
be systematically gnd historically contemporancons with the destruc-
tian of the history of metaphysics. Both belong to a single and same era,

Ethnology—like sny science—comes about within the clement of
discourse. And it is primarily a European science cmploying tradi-
tional concepts, however much it may struggle against them, Conse-
quently, whether he wants to or not—and this does not depend on
# decision on his parr—the ethnologist accepts into his discourse the
premises of ethnocentrism at the very moment when he Is employed
m denouncing them. This necessity is irreducible; it is not & historical
contingency, We ought to consider very carefully all its implications,
But if nobody can escape this necessity, and if no one is therefore
responsible for giving in to it, however litle, this does not mean thac
all the ways of giving in to it are of an equal pertinence. The quality
and the fecundity of a discourse are perhaps measured by the eritical
rigor with which this reladonship to the history of metaphysics and
to inherited concepts is thoughe. Here it is a question of a critical re-
Iationship to the language of the human sciences and a question of a
critical responsibility of the discourse. It is a question of putting ex-
pressly and systemadcally the problem of the status of 2 discourse
which borrows from a heritage the resources necessary for the de-
construction of that heritage iwsclf. A problem of ecomomy and
strategy.

If I now go on to employ an examination of che texts of Lévi-Serauss
a5 an example, it is not only because of the privilege accorded to
ethnology among the human sciences, nor yet because the thought of
Lévi-Strauss weighs heavily on the conremporary theoretical situa-
tien. It is above all because a certain choice has made irself evident
in the work of Lévi-Srauss and because a cernain doctrine has been
elaborated there, and precisely in a more or less explicit muamner, in
relation to this critique of language and to this critical language in
the human sciences,

In order to follow this movement in the text of Lévi-Strauss, let
me choose as one guiding thread among others the opposition between
nature and culture. In spite of all its rejuvenations and its disguises,
this oppasition is congenival to philosophy, It is even older than Plato.
It is at least as old as the Sophists, Since the statement of the opposi-
von—pbysis/nomos, physis/technd—it has been on to us by
& whole historical chain which opposes “nature” to the law, to edu-
cation, to art, 0 technics—and aiso to liberry, to the arbiteary, 10
history, to socicty, to the mind, and so on. From the beginnings of
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his quest and from his firsc book, The Elementary Structures of Kin-
ship,® Lévi-Strauss has felt ac one and the same time the necessity of
urilizing rhis opposition and the impossibility of making it acceptable.
In the Elementary Structures, he begins from this axiom or definition:
that belongs to nature which is waiversa! and spontaneous, not dew
pending on any particular culrure or on any determinate norm. That
belongs to culture, on the other hand, which depends on a system of
norms regulating sociery and is therefore capeble of wrying from
one social strucrure to another. These two definitions are of the tra-
didional type. Bur, in the very first pages of the Elementary Structures,
Lévi-Strauss, who has begun to give these concepts an zcceptable
standing, encounters what he calls a scandal, thar is to say, something
which no lenger tolerates the nature/culrure opposition he has ac-
cepred and which seems to require a¢ one and the same time the predi-
cates of nature and those of culture. This scandal is the incess-probi-
bition, The incest-prohibidon is universal; in this sease one could csil
itmmral.Buti:isaisua“thibition,asymmofnomsmdhlw-
dicts; in this sense one could call it coleural,
J

Ler us assume therefore that everything vaiversal in man derives from the
order of namare and is charzcrerized by spontaneity, thae evecything which
is subject to 2 norm belongy to colture and e the artribures of the
relarive and che pardealar. We then find ourselves confronred by 2 facr,
or ruther an ensemble of facts, which, in the light of the preceding defini-
tions, is not far from appearing as 2 scandal: the prohibirion of incesc pre.
sers without the least equivocadion, and indissolubly linked together, che
two characterixics in which we recognized the contradictory atributes of
xwo cxclusive orders. The prohibirion of incest consdmres 2 rule, but # rule,
alone of all the social rules, which possesses 2t the same dme s universal

. characeer {(p. 9}.

Obviously there is no scandal excepe in the interior of a system of

concepts sanctioning the difference between pature and culture. In

ing his work with the factums of the incest-prohibition, Lévi-
Strauss thus puts himself in 2 position entalling that this difference,
which has always been assumed to be sclf-evident, becomes obliter-
ated or disputed. For, from the moment that the incest-prokibition
can no longer be conccived within the nature/cultare opposidon, it

. can no longer he said that it ks 2 scandalous fact, 3 nucleus of opacity

within a network of transparent significstions. The incest-prohibiton
*Ler structures Elémentsires de Ja parentd (Pacis: Presses Universitaires
Frasce, 1949). .
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is no longer 4 scandal ane meets with or comes up against in the do-
main of traditional concepts; it is something which escapes these con-

cepts and cerrainly precedes them—probably as the condition of their -

possibility, It could perhaps be said that the whole of philosophical
conceptualization, systematically relating itsclf to the nature/culture
opposition, is designed to leave in the domain of the unrhinkable. the
very thing that makes this conceprualization possible: the origin of
the prohibition of incest.

I have dealt woo cursorily with this example, only one among so
many others, but the example nevertheless reveals that language bears
within itsclf the necessity of its own critique. This critique may be
undertsken along twe tracks, in two “manners” Once the limit of
mature/culture opposition makes itself felt, one might wanr to ques-
non systematically and rigorously the history of these concepes, This
is 2 first action, Buch 2 systematic and historic qQuestioning would be
neither ¢ philological nor a philosophical action in the classic sense of
these words. Concerning oneself with the foanding conceprs of che
whole history of philosophy, de-constituting them, is net to undertake
the task of the philologist or of the classic historian of philosophy. In
spite of appearances, it is probably the most daring way of making
the beginnings of 2 step outside of philosophy. The step “outside
philosophy” is much more difficult to conceive than is geacrally
imagined by those who think they made it lang ago with cavalier ease,
and who are in general swallowed up in metaphysics by the whele
body of the discourse that they claim to have disengaged from ir.

In order to avoid the possibly sterilizing effect of the first way, the
ather choice—which I feel corresponds more nearly to the way chosen
by Lévi-Strauss—consists in conserving in the feld of empirical dis-
covery all these old conceprs, while at the same time sxposing here
and there their limits, treating them as tools which can still be of use.
No longer is any truth-value attributed to them; there is a readiness
to abandon them if necessasy if other instruments should appear more
useful. In the meantime, their relative efficacy s exploited, and rhey
are employed to destroy the old machinery to which they belong and
of which they themselves are picces. Thus it is that the language of
the human sciences eriticizes feself. Lévi-Strauss thinks that in this way
he can separate method from truth, the instruments of the method and
the objective significations simed ar by it. One could almost say that
this is the primary affirmarion of Lévi-Strauss; in any event, the first
words of the Elementary Structures are: “One begins to understand
that the distincrion between state of nsrure and state of society (we
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would be more apt to say today: stace of nature and state of culture),
while lacking sny acceptable historical signification, presents a value
which fully justifies its nse by modern sociology: its value as a meth-
odological instrument,” :

Lévi-Strauss will always remain faithful vo this double intention: te

tve as an instrument that whose wuth-value he cridcizes.

On the one land, he will continue in effect to contest the value of
the naturc/culture opposition, More than thirteen years after the Ele-
mentary Structures, The Savage Mind* faithfully echoes the text I
have just quoted: “The opposition berween narure aad culrure which
I have previously insisted on seems today to offer ¢ value which is
above 2l methodological” And this methodological value is nor af-
fected by its “ontological” non-value (as could be said, if chis nodon
were not suspect here): “It would not be enough to have absorbed
particular humanities into & géneral humanity,; this first enrerprise pre-
pares the way for others . , . which belong to rhe nararal and exace
sciences: to reintegrate culmure into nature, and finally, to reincegrate
life into the totality of its physiochemical conditons” (p. 327).

On the other band, still in The Savage Mind, he presents as what

e calls bricolage” what might be called the discourse of this method.

The bricoleur, says Lévi-Strauss, is someone who uses “the means at
hand,” that is, the inscuments he finds at his dispasition around him,

_ those which are already there, which had not been especially conceived

with 20 eye to the operadon for which they are to be used and to

. which one tries by wial and error to adapt them, not hesitating to

* change them: whenever ic 2ppears necessary, or to oy several of them
“at once, even if their form and their origin are hetero
5, forth. There is therefore a critique of language in the form of bricolage,

2 and it has even been possible to say that bricolage is the critical lan-

ous—and 50

guage itself, T am thinking in particular of the article by G. Generte,

3
Lg“Sl:rm:mrcalzsrm: et Critique licvéraire,” published in homage to Lévi-
$‘ that the analysis of bricolage could “be applied almost word for word”
¢ to criticism, and especially o “lirerary criticism.”
3.~ If one calls bricolage the necessity of borrowing one’s concepts from
% the text of z heritage which is more or less coherent or ruined, it must
51 be said that every discourse is ricoleur. The engineer, whom Lévi-

Strauss in a special issue of L'dre (no. 26, 1965), where it is stated

*La penrée rauvage (Paxis: Plos, 1o81).
YA bricoleur B a jack-of-sll trades, someone whoe pottens sbour with odds-and.

-; ends, who puts chings together out of bits and pieces

* Reprinted in: G. Genene, Figures (Paris: Editions du Seull, 1986}, P 148,
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Strauss opposes to the bricoleur, should be the one to construce the
torality of his language, syntax, and lexicon. In this sense the engineer
is 2 myth. A subject who would supposedly be the absolute origin
of his own discourse and would supposedly construct it “out of noth-
ing,” “out of whole cloth,” would be the creator of the verbe, the
verke itself. The notion of the engincer who had supposedly broken
with all formns of &ricolage is therefore a theological idea; and since
Lévi-Strauss tells us elsewhere thar Bricolage is mythopoeric, the odds
are that the engineer is 2 myth produced by the ricolenr. From the
moment that we cease to believe in such an engineer and in 2 discourse

bresking with the received historical disconrse, as soon 25 it is admitted -

thar every finite discourse is bound by 4 cerwin bricolege, and that
the engineer and the sciendst are also species of bricolewrs then the
very idea of bricolage is menaced and the difference in which it took
on its megning decomposes,

This brings out the second thread which mighr guide us in what is
being unraveled here.

L&vi-Strauss describes drigolage not only as an intellecrugd sctiviry

but also as = mythopoetical setvity. One reads in The Savage Mind,
“Lile bricolage on the technical level, jcal reflection can armain
briltiant and unforeseen results on the intellecrual level, Reciprocally,
the mythopoctical character of bricolage has often been noted” (p.
28},
. Bur the remarkable endeavor of Lévi-Strauss is not simply o put
forward, notably in the most recent of his investigations, a scrucrural
science or knowledge of myths and of mythological activity, His en-
deavor also appears—I would say almost from the fire—in the starus
which he accords to his own discourse on myths, vo what he calls
his “mythologicals,” It is here that his discourse on the myth reflects
on itself and crideizes itself. And this moment, this cridcal period, is
evidentdy of concern to al the languages which share the field of che
human sciences. What does L&vi-Strauss say of his “mythologicals”?
It is here that we rediscover the mythopoedcal virme (power) of
bricolage. In effect, whar appears most fascinating in this crifical search
for a new status of the discourse is the srated abandonment of all refe
erence to g center, to a subject, to a privileged reference, to an erigin,
or to an absolute arché. The theme of this decentering could be fol-
lowed throughout the “Overrure” to his lasr book, The Raw and the
Cooked. I shall simply remark on 2 few key points,

1) From the very start, Lévi-Strauss recognizes that the Bororo
myth which he employs in the book as the “reference-myth” does not
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merit this name and this wreatment. The name is specious and the use
of the myth improper. This myth deserves no more than any other
its referental privilege:

In fact the Bororo myth which will frem now on be designated by the name
reference-myth is, as I shall try to show, nothing other than 2 more or ’lm
forced transformation of other myths originating either in the same society
or in societies more or less far removed. It would therefore have been Jegid-
mate to choose as my point of departure any representative of the group
whatsoever. From this point of view, the interest of the reference-myth doss
not depend on its typical characrer, but rather on its irregular posion in the
midst of & group (p. r0).

2) There is no unity or absolute source of the myth. The focus or
the source of the myth are always shadows and virmnalities which are
elusive, unacrializable, and nonexistent in the firse place. Everything
begins with the structure, the counfiguration, the relationship, The dis-
course on this acentric scructure, the myth, that is, cannot iself have
an absolute subject or an absolute center. In order not to short change
the form and the movement f the myth, that violence which con-
sists in centering @ language which is describing an acentric strucrure
must be avoided. In this context, therefore it is necessary to forego
scientific or philosophical discourse, to renounce the epistémé which
absolutely requices, which is the sbsclute requirement that we go back
to the source, to the ceater, to the founding basis, to the p::mczplc,
snd so on. In opposition to epistémic discourse, stracrursl discourse

* on myths—mythological discourse—must itself be mythomorphic, It

must have the farm of that of which it speaks. This is what Lévi-
Strauss says in The Raw and the Cooked, from which I would now

. like to quote & long and remarkable passage:
*"In effect the study of myths poses a methodological problem by the fact

that it cannot conform to the Carresian principle of dividing the difficulty
into as many parts a5 are necessary to resolve ir. There exises no veritable

57 end or term to myrthical analysis, no secrec unity which could be grasped
& at the end of the work of decomposicion. The themes duplicate chemselves

to infinity. Whea we think we have disentangled them from each other

?mdmholdtlmnmparam,i:ison]ymu:lizedutrheymjoiningm-

gether again, in response to the attraction of unforeseen affinities. Ta conse-
quence, the unity of the myzh is only tendential and projective; it never

" reflects 2 state or & moment of the myth. An imaginary phenomenon implied

by the endeavor to interpret, its role is to give a syntheric form to the
myth and to impede ks dissolution into the confusion of contrarics. It could
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therefore be said chat the science or knowledge of myths is an anaclustic,
taking this ancient cerm in the widest sense suthorized by ics erymolegy, &
science which admics into it definidon the study of the reflecrad rays along
with thet of the broken ones. But, unlike phifosophical reflection, which
claims to go all the way back to its source, the reflections in question hare
concern rays without any other than a virmal focus, . . . In wantdsg ro
imitace the spontaneous movement of mythical thought, my eaterprise, it-
self too brief and oo long, has had o yicld to its demands and respect its
rthythm, Thas is this book, on myths itself and in its own way, 1 myth

This statement is repeated a lide farcher on (p. 20): “Since myths
themselves rest on second-order codes (the first-order codes being
those in which language consists), this hook thus offers the rough
draft of a third-order code, destined to insure the reciprocal possibility
of translation of several myths. This is why it would not be wrong
to consider it a myth: the myth of mythology, us it were.” It is by this
absence of any real and fixed center of the myrhical or mythological
discourse that the musical model chosen by Lévi-Strauss for the com-
position of his book is apparendy justfied. The absence of a center
is here the abyence of a subject and the absence of an author: “The
myth and the musical work thus appear as orchestra conducrors whose
listenets are the silent performers. If it be asked where the real focus
of the work is to be found, it mast be replied that its determination

is impossible, Music and mytholegy bring man face to face with virtual -
. Myths have no authors™ '

objects whose shadow alone is sctnal. . .
{p. 25).

Thus ic is ar this point that cthnographic bricolage deliberately as-
sumes irs mythopoetic function, But by the same token, this fanction

makes the philosophical or epistemological requirement of a center -

appear 25 mythological, that is to say, as & historical iliusion.
Nevertheless, even if one yields to the necessity of what Lévi-Strauss
has done, one cannot ignore its fisks. If the myrhological is mytho-
morphic, are ali discourses on myths equivalent? Shall we have to
abandon any cpistemological requirement which permits us to dis-
tinguish between several qualities of discourse on the myth? A classic
question, but incvitable. We cannot reply—and I do not believe Lévi-
Strauss replies to itw.as long as the problem of the relationships be-
tween the philosopheme or the theorem, on the one hand, and the
mytheme or the mythopoem(e), on the other, has not been expressly
posed, This is no small problem. For lack of cxpressly posing this prob-
lem, we condemn ourselves to transforming the climed transgression
of philosophy into 20 unperceived fault in the interior of the philo-
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sophical field. Empiricism would be the genus of which these faults
would glways be the species, Trans-philosophical concepts would be
transformed into philosophical nafvetés. One could give many exam-
ples ro demonsrrate this risk: rthe conceprs of sign, history, truth, and
so forth, What T want to emphasize is sumply that the passage beyond
philosophy does not consist in turning the page of philosophy (which
usnally comes down to philosophizing badly), bur in condnuing to
read philosaphers i1 2 certain way. The risk I am spealdng of is always

- assumed by Lévi-Strauss and it is the very price of his endeavor. I
have said that empiricism is the matrix of all the fauls menacing &

discourse which confinuss, as with Lévi-Strauss in particular, to elect
to be scientific. If we wanted to posc the problem of empiriclsm and
bricolagé in depth, we would probably end up very quicldy with 2
number of propositions absolutely contradictory in reladon to the
status of discourse in structural ethnography. On the ooe hand, struc-
turalism justly claims vo be the critique of empiricism. But at the same
time there is not 8 single book or stady by Lévi-Strauss which does
not offer itself as an empirical essay which can aiways be completed

. or invalidated by new Informapion. The stuctural schemata are always

proposed a5 hypotheses resulting from 2 finite quantity of information
snd which are subjected to the proof of experience, Numerous texts
could be used to demonstrare this double postulation, Let us rarn once
again to the “Overture” of The Raw and the Cocked, where it seems
clear thar if this adon i double, it is because it is 4 quesdon
here of a language on language:

 Critics who mighs take me to tsk for not having begun by making an ex-

haustive inventory of South American myths before snalyzing chern wonld
be ing @ seriogy mistake about the natare and the role of these docu-

.. mEhts, The tatalivy of the myths of 3 people is of the axder of the discourse,
. Provided that this people does not become physically or morally exriner,
% this totality is never closed. Such a criticism would therefore be equivalent
; to reproaching & lingoise with writing the grammar of a langnage without

having recorded the totslity of the words which have been urrered since

- that language came into existence and withous knowing the verbal exchanges
- which will take place ss long as the linguage continues to exise. Experience
. proves that an absurdly small pumber of sentences ., . . allows the linguist

to elaborace a grammar of the language he is studying. And even a partial
grammar or an outline of a grammar represeats valuable scquisidions in the
case of pulkmown languages. Syntax does not wait until it has been possible
to enumerate 2 theoretically unlimiced series of events before i

manifest, because synrax consists in the body of rules which presides over
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the generstion of these events. And it is precisely 2 synzax of South Ameri-
can mythology that I waated to outline. Should new texts appear to enrich
the mythical discourse, then this will provide an opportunity wo check or
madify the way in which cerrain grammatical laws have been formulared,
ta oppormunity o discard cereain of thern and an sppormunity to discover
acw ones. But in no instance can the requirement of @ total myrhical dis-
course be raised a3 an objection. For we have just seen that sach 2 require-
ment hes no meaning {pp, 15-16).

To_talization is therefore defined at one vime g5 wseless, at another time
as imposible, This is no doubt the result of the fact that there are
two ways of conceiving the limit of towalization, And I assert once
sgain that these two determinations coexist implicidy in the discourses
of Lévi-Stranss, Totalization can be judged impossible in the classical
style: one then refers to the empirical endeavor of a subject or of o
finite discourse in a vain and breathless quest of an infinite richness
which it can never master. There is too much, mote than one can say,
But nontotalization can also be derermined in another way: not from
the standpoint of the concepe of finirude as assigning us to an tmpiri-
cal view, bur from the standpoint of the -concepe. of freeplay. If to-
talization no longer has any meaning, it is not because the infinity of
a field cannior be covered by a finite glance or ¢ finite discourse, bur
becausc the nature of the fitld—that is, language and a finite language
—<¢xcludes totalization. This ficld is in fact that of freeplay, that is to
say, 4 field of infinite substitutions in the closure of a finite ensemble.
This ficld permits these infinite substitations only because it is finite,
that is to say, because instead of being an inexhaustible field, as in the
classical hypothesis, instead of being too large, there is something miss-
ing from it: a center which arrests and founds the freeplay of substi-

tutions. One could say—sigorously using thar word whose scandalous

signification is always obliterated in French—that this movement of
fhe frecplay, permirted by the lack, the absence of a center or origin,
is the movement of supplementarity. One cannot determine the center,

the sign which supplements® it, which takes its place in its absence—

because this sign adds itself, occurs in addition, over and zbove, comes
35 4 supplement?® The movement of signification adds something,
which results in the fact that there &5 always more, but this addition

_ Is a floating one because it comes to perform a vicarious function, to

¢ The point being that the word, both in English and French, means “to sup-
ply 8 deficiency,” on the one hand, and “1o supply something edditional,” on the

other.

® " . . e signe s'ajoute, vient e sus, en supplément

¥

ﬁ}g._thc contradiction which is proper to it. In this way are explained the ap-
?gmntlyinsulublemﬁmmiessmchedmtiﬁsnodon....Atoneaudt‘he
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supplement 2 lack on the part of the signified. Although Lévi-Sirauss
in his use of the word supplementary never emphasizes 2= I am doing
here the two directions of meaning which are so strangely compounded
within it, it i not by chance that he uses this word twice in his “Jo-

. troduction to the Work of Marcel Mauss,” ¥ ac the point where he

is speaking of the “supersbundance of signifier, in reladon to the sig-
nificds to which this superabuandance can refer”:

 In his endeaver to uaderstand the world, man therefore slways has at his

disposition 3 surplus of :’yuiﬁu:ion {which he porrons aut amongst things
according to the laws of symbolic thought—which it i the vask of ech.
nologists and linguists to study). This discribution of a supplementary al-
lowanes {ravion supplémentaise]l—if it is permissible to put'iz thar way-is
absolutely necessary in order that on the whole the avzilable signifier and
the signified it aims at may remain in the relationship of complementaricy

~ which is the very condition of the use of symbolic thoughe (p. xlix).

(It could no doubt be demonstrated that this ration supplémentaire
of signification is the origin of the ratip itself.) The word reappears
a littde farther on, after Lévi-Stkauss has mentioned “this Hoating sig-
nifier, whick is the servitude of all finite thought™

Tn other words-and takiog as our guide Mauss's precepr thar afl social
_phenomena can be assimilated to language—we see in nmuma, Wakau, oranda
. and other notions of the same type, the conscioos expression of 1 semancic
. fancrion, whose role it is o it symbolic thoughs vo operace in spice of

tme forve and acrion, quality and stace, subsanrive and verb; abstrace
nd concrete, omnipresent and localized—mana is in effect all these things.
it is i ot precisely because it is none of these things thae mams is 2

le form, or more exactly, a symbol in the pure sare, 20d therefore
‘capable of becoming charged with any sort of symbelic coatent whatever?

&ln the system of symbols constimuted by all cosmologies, mana would simply

:be a valeur symbolique zéro, thar is va say, 4 sign marking the necessicy of 2
% symbolic content supplementary [my italics] ro that with which the signified
%k already loaded, bur which can mke on any value reguired, provided

y.only thar this value still remains part of the available reserve and is nor, s

3 phonologins pat ic, £ group-torm.
¥ Lévi-Strauss adds the note:

 ““Inuoducton § Foeuvee deo M;m:l Meus," in: Muarce] Mouss, Sociologie et
'__, anthropologis (Paris; Presses Universitaires de France, 1950).
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Linguists have already been led to formulats hypatheses of this
example: “A zero phoneme is oppased to all tﬁ:yzther phonemes 1?: l}-'e;c::;
in that it entails no differential characeers and no constany phonetic value
On the contrary, the proper function of the zero phoneme is 1o be opposeé
;:;: phuu.eme abscu:c. (R. Jakobsors and J. Lurz, “Notss on the French
B onemic Pattern,” Word, vol. s, no. 2 [Avgust, 19401, p. 155). Similarly
e schematize the conceprion [ am proposing here, it could almost be
said that the function of notions like maena is 1o be opposed to the absence

:id s:g::;:.mun, without entailing by irself any particular signification (p, «

The superabundance of the signifier,its supplesn har
is thus the result of 2 finira is to 1 € of 2 lack which
m?:stbe pbiitaht de, that is to say, the resul of o lack which
. can now be understood why the concept of freeplay is i
in Lévi-Strauss, His references :: all sorts of i;amcs, noa:gy tﬁg&‘:ﬁ:
#re very fregzzcnt, especially in his Conversations ) in Race and His-
tory, and in The Savage Mind. This reference to the game or _free-
pl:;{ s always czugh; up in a tension. T

' 1 It tension with history, firse of all. This is i
?h;fscnons to which are norwy well worn or maﬂﬁmr;ﬁl‘m
indicate what seems to me the formality of the problem: by redn A
history, Lévi-Strauss has treared s it deserves 4 concept which' has
atways been in complicity with a teleological and eschatological meta-
pliysics, is other words, paradoxically, in complicity with that philoso-
phy of presence to which it was believed history could be epposed.

. The chematic of historicity, although it seems to be & somewhat late

arrival in philosophy, has always been required by the determination
of being s presence. With or without ::quolcgy.y and in spite of the

antagonism which opposes these significations throughout ali
of classical thought, it could be shown that the concept of epistémi
has always called forth that of kistoria, if history is always the anity
of a becoming, as tradition of truth or development of science or
knowledge onented roward the appropriation of truth in presence and
self-presence, toward knowledge in consciousncss-of-self 14 Hisvory
has always been conceived as the movement of a resum ion of his-

tory, a diversion berween two presences, Bur if it is legitmate to sus-

*Presumably: G. Charbennier, Enrrets i is:
Pl o 3;61). er, Lnrretent evee Claude LéviSeraurs (Pasis:

: :‘bn c.nd_H:'n'ary (Paris_: Ussco Publications, pe8).

*" « . Ponit d'un devenir, comme tradition de la véricé dans la présence ot la
presence 8 yoi, vers le savoir dans Is conscience ds soi”
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pect this concepr of history, there is a risk, if it is reduced without
&0 express statement of the F‘oblcm I an indicatng here, of falling
back into an anhistoricism of 2 classical rype, that is to say, ip 2 de-
eerminate moment of the history of metaphysics. Such is the algebraic
formality of the problem as I see it. More concretely, in the work of
Lévi-Strauss it must be recognized that the respect for structurality,
for the internal originality of the structure, compels @ neurralization
of time and history. Fer example, the appearance of 2 new structure,
of an original system, slways comes abour—and this is che very con-
dition of its structural specificity-~by & ruprure with its past, its origin,
and its canse. One can therefore describe what is peculiar to the struc-
taral organization only by not taking into account, in the very me-
mens of this description, its past condidons: by failing o pose the
problem of the passage from one structure to another, by purtng his-
tory into parcatheses. In this “structuralist” moment, the concepts of
chance and discontinuity are indispensable. And Lévi-Srauss does in
fact often appesl to them 2s he does, for instance, for that smucture
of stractures, language, of which he says ia the “Introduction to, the
Work of Marcel Mauss” that it “could only have been born in one
fell swoop™: '

Whatever may bave beent the moment and che circumstaaces of its appeas-
ance in the sesle of anima! life, language could only have been born in one
fell swoop. Things could not have set abour signifying progressively. Fol-
lowing s transformation the study of which is not the concern of the social
iciences, but racher of biology and psychology, 2 erossing over came sbour
from a stage where pothing had 2 mesning to another where everything
_pomeé iz {p. =lvi).

-This standpoint does not prevent Lévi-Strauss from recognizing the
“slowness, the process of maturing, the continnous toil of factual trans-
formations, kistory (for example, in Race and Histery). But, in ac-
rcordance with an act which was also Roussean's and Husserl’s, he must
iy brush aside all the facts” ac the moment when he wishes to recapture
“the specificity of a strucrare. Like Rousseau, he must slways conceive

}7of the origin of a new structure on the model of catastrophe—an

f-bvcr:uming of nature in nature, a narural interruption of the natural
sequence, a brushing aside of nature.

- Besides the tension of freeplay with histery, there is also the tension
of freeplay with presence. Freeplay is the disruprion of presence. The
presence of an element is always 2 signifying and sabstitutive refer-
‘ence inscribed in a system of differcnces and the movement of 2 chain,
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Freeplay is always an interrl:y of absence and presence, but if it js
to be radically conceived, fresplay must be conceived of before the
alternatdve of presence and absence; being must be conceived of as
preseace or sbsence beginning with the possibility of freeplay and not
the other way sround. If Lévi-Strauss, better than any other, has
broughe o ﬁ?ht the freeplay of repetition sad the repetition of free.
play, one no less perceives in his work a sort of ethic of presence, an
ethic of nostalgia for origins, an ethic of archaic and natural inne.
cence, of a purity of presence and self+ ce in speech'®~—qn ethic,
nostalgis, and even remorse which he often presents as the modvadon
of the ethnological project when he moves toward archaic societies—

- exemplary societies in his eyes. These texes wre well known.

As 2 tumning toward the presence, lost or impossble, of the absent
arigin, this soucturslist themadce of broken immediateness is thus the

sad, megative, nosulgic, guilty, Rousseauist ficer of the chinking of.

freeplay of which the Nietzschean sfirmation—the joyous affirmation
of the freeplay of the world and without truth, withoue origin, offered
to an active interpremtion—would be the other side, Thir affirmation
then determines the non-center otherwise than as losy of the center,
And it plays the game without security. Foc there is & sure freeplay:
that which is limited 10 the substitution of given and existing, present,
teces. In sbsolute chance, affirmation also surrenders itself to gemesic
determination, to the reming adventure of the tmace!$
‘There are thus two int tations of interprerstion, of sructure,
of sign, of fresplay, The :zi‘r:uh to decipher, dreams of decipher-
ing, 2 tuth or an origin which is free from freeplsy end from the
order of the sign, and lives like ag exile the necessicy of interprecation,
The other, which is no longer turned toward the origin, affirms free-
plsy and tries to pass beyond man and humanism, the name man being
the name of that being who, thronghout the history of metaphysics

i Structure, Sign, and Play

istory—has dreamed of full peesence, the reassuring foundation, the
z:xisgin and the end of the g-.u}:;. The second interpretation of inter-
pretacion, o which WNietzsche Sh?:;d :: the way, éo:f ::a:n:::kh:::
hy, a5 Lévi-Straoss wished, the “inspiration -
mp({gain from the “Introduction to ?’a: Work of Marcel
Mauss™). ) .
There are more than enough indications today to saggest we mighe
ive that these two interpretations of interpretation—which ase
shsolutely irceconcilable even if we live them simultancously and
tecoricile them in an chscure emmmy-—t;og;ﬂm share the field which
in such s problemaric fashion, the humaa saiences.
f};:n' my part, althpf:::gh these two interpretations mus:.acknawledgc
and accencuste their difference and define their ireducibilicy, I do noc
believe that today there is any question of choosing—in the first place
because here we are iz & region (let's say, provisionally, 2 region of
historicicy) where the category of choice seems perdcularly wivial;
and in the second, bectuse we must st oy to conceve of ﬂ: com-
-man ground, and the différenge of this Irreducible diEerzm:e. Here
‘there i & sory of queston, call izb‘bmen'f ical, of ;‘mclx “:r;o ::bc anllzr
' ing today the conception, the formation, b § ¢ la-
ﬁmploy am words, I admir, with a glance toward thf business
.of childbearing—but also with & glance toward those who, in & com-
fpany from which I do not exclude myself, tum their eyes away ml.:
¥ iacsofthea}rummmblowhchu’ 'cga:mmgmclf
g\:;ichméom,unnam:ywhmyuab is in the offing, only
wunder the species of the non-species, in the formlcss, mute, infant,
2and rerrifying form of monstrosicy.

or of ontotheology—in other words, through the history of all of his

**, .. ds la présence & sol dans In parole.” '

“*Toumée vers la présence, perdue ou imposeble, de Forigine abseme, coste
thématique stryctaraline de I'bnmédistetd rompua &t doae In face tiste, nigetive,
roscalgioue, coupshle, roumesuiste, de In pensée du jeu dom Paffrmarion wiew-
schécane, Faffinnation joysuse du jeu du monde et de Finaoceace da davesis,
Iafirmation d'wn monds de signes sony faute, sams véeith, sans ocigine, offert 4
one intecprération sctive, setaic Faure face, Corse affirmrion disermine alors I
Bon-Centre sutrement que commmy Perty du centre. Et clly joue sany séouricd, Car
il y a un jen ndv: celui qui so limite & I rubnirution de pikces donnier o3 £5-
Intanter, présemies. Dans le hassed sbeolu, Paffipmation se lvee soni & Findéees-
tnination généuque, & Pavencure sémdnale de b mace”





