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This is a collection of eighteen essays by Lévi-Strauss dealing with a wide variety
of topics. These range from an assessment of the present state of the discipline of anthro
pology and evaluations of the achievements of Rousseau, Durkheim and other founding
fathers, to those analyses of myths and symbols as well as pronouncements on Man’s
condition which have become particularly associated with the author’s international repu
tation. All of these essays have been published before; some have appeared in several
places; some were originally published in English and only now appear in their original
French. The earliest dated essay, the well known Race et histoire, appeared first in 1952;
the most recent is an essay on the primordial aspects of parentage (1973). For those
already familiar with Lévi-Strauss’ work, there are no really new theoretical positions
taken ; for that matter the earliest essays were first published before some of Lévi-Strauss’

youngest, newly-graduated enthusiasts were born. While some of these essays have been
widely circulated and translated, even such well known essays as that on the Tsimshian

legend of Asdiwal (at least, the original French version), the critique of the work of
Vladimir Propp, and the essay on race and history, have long been somewhat difficult to
secure outside the best libraries. Because Lévi-Strauss has been an influential force in

modern cultural anthropology, whether one supports or rejects his views it is convenient
to have more of his work readily accessible for reference. Here we have a representative

sample of his work over most of his career, indeed nearly all the significant essays not
already published in the first Anthropologie structurale (1958) volume.

It is difficult to summarize eighteen essays on widely different topics. Certainly
no one seriously interested in the writings of those who are called “structuralists” is
unfamiliar with the general ambiance of this material : culture versus nature, man fulfil

ling a destiny somehow determined by the structure of his mind, the dialectical play
with semantic categories, the humanistic concern for cultural diversity and cultural
relativism along with a chilling neglect of most of the pressing problems of contemporary
life. In general, then, these essays are of a piece with the more famous books. The provoca
tive statements and purple prose are here, and probably few would deny that some of
the material appears seductively neat in this arrangement of data into elegant diagrams
and tables. Unfortunately, the facts are rarely if ever reported in such detail and fullness
that one can confidently assess the merits of their interpretation. To take one example,

in the essay Le sexe des astres (1967), we are given a FRAZERian grab-bag of snippets
from disparate American Indian societies. The author then demures that this brief
 essay is only an exploratory paper and concedes that much more data are required, but
then proceeds anyway with his grandiose conjectures. All this may seem amusing, albeit
rather shallow fun. However, some other essays are more disturbing in their theoretical

wrong-headedness. Rapports de symétrie entre rites et mythes de peuples voisins (1971)


