Mythology and Structuralism

Theoretically, structuralism was initially influenced by phenomenology. 
Phenomenology’s main purpose is to provide a scientific basis for philosophy.  Phenomenology is study of the structures of consciousness as it is experienced from the first-person point of view.  Phenomenology sought to reduce the gap between the subject and object of human thought.
 What is a subject and object in philosophy?  A subject is a being with a unique consciousness and personal experiences. It is an entity that has relationships with other entities that exists outside of itself.  Any external entity to the subject is referred to as the "object“.

The subject is the observer. The object is the thing being observed.

In phenomenology, consciousness is seen as a relationship between the object and the subject.

In his celebrated article “What is it like to be a bat?", Thomas Nagel (1979), argues that materialist theories of mind omit the essential component of consciousness.

There is something that it is (or feels) like to be a particular conscious thing.

Consciousness is always the consciousness of something or someone.

“An organism has conscious mental states, if and only if there is something that it is like to be that organism—something it is like for the organism” (Thomas Nagel (1979).
 Authors like Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger and Jean-Paul Sartre, among others, shaped and refined the theoretical model of phenomenology.

According to the structuralist model, elements of human culture can be understood in terms of their relationship to a larger, overarching system or structure of significance.

Structuralism seeks to uncover the structures that underlie all human activity in terms of what humans do, think, perceive, and feel.

What is the relationship between phenomenology and structuralism?

Through both models we can understand the way in which human agency and structural process co-exist; and how pre-personal and unconscious structures like language and social order can be reconciled with consciousness, subjectivity and meanings.

In structural anthropology, meaning is produced and reproduced within a culture through various practices, phenomena and activities that serve as systems of signification.

The structuralist approach helps us discover the deep structures by which meaning is produced and reproduced within culture.

Structuralism, according to Levi-Strauss, shows a deeper connection between cultural activities such as traditions of food-preparation and serving rituals, religious rites, games, literary and non-literary texts, kinship, mythology, and larger systems of signification.

For Lévi-Strauss "myth is language, functioning on an especially high level where meaning succeeds practically at 'taking off' from the linguistic ground on which it keeps rolling”.

Although for L-S language and myth are similar categories, language functions differently in myth.

In myth language exhibits more complex functions than in any other linguistic expression.

When myth is broken down into constituent units, these units are different from the constituents of language itself.

The units of analysis or constituents of a myth are called “mythemes”, which as claimed by Lévi-Strauss, function as "bundles of relations”.

This contrasts with symbolist approach of Carl Jung who search meaning only within the constituents rather than in relations among them.

By analyzing the commonalities between the “mythemes” of any myth, meanings and understandings can be formed from its categories.

Structuralism breaks myth down to its component parts for holistic analysis.

A structural approach accounts for all versions of a single myth, because Lévi-Strauss argues that all versions of a myth are equally relevant to the function of the myth as a whole.

Lévi-Strauss, claims that semantically, the spiral growth of the myth is continuous while the structure itself is not.

In structuralism any part of a culture constitutes a signifying system, which necessarily contains signs that can be read and interpreted, by determining signification and value.

BINARY OPPOSITION, LANGUAGE AND THE STRUCTURE OF MYTH

A binary opposition is a pair of related terms or concepts that are opposite in meaning. According to Lévi-Strauss, everywhere people think about the world in terms of binary opposites.

Lévi-Strauss' binary oppositions form the basic structure of all human cultures, all human ways of thought, and all human signifying systems.

Binary opposition is the system by which, in language and thought, two theoretical opposites are strictly defined and set off against one another.

Binary opposition is a central concept in structural anthropology. According to this model, all elements of human culture can only be understood in relation to one another and on how they function within a larger system or the overall environment.

Structural anthropology is based on Claude Lévi-Strauss' claim that immutable deep structures exist in all cultures, and that therefore, all cultural practices have the same counterparts in other cultures, making all cultures essentially equitable.

Lévi-Strauss' approach draws from Marx and Hegel’s dialectics. Two opposing things lead to a third party resolution.

Thesis àAntithesis àSynthesis.

According to Lévi-Strauss, all cultures are structured in terms of opposing categories.

Male-female God-mortals Hi-low Life-death Inside-outside Day-night Cold-hot Raw-cooked Person-animal

If there is a common "human nature" or "human condition," from this perspective, it's that everyone everywhere thinks--and structures their worlds--in terms of binary pairs of opposites, like "raw and cooked." Even more importantly, in every binary pair, one term is favored and the other disfavored: cooked is better than raw, good is better than evil, light is better than dark, and so on.

Cultural institution emerge from the tensions created by opposing ideas.

For example, opposing ideas struggled and found a resolution in the establishment of rules of marriage, mythology and ritual. 

Marriage rules over time create social structures as marriages are primarily forged between groups and not just between the two individuals involved. 

Levi-Strauss proposed that the initial motivation for the exchange of women between groups was the incest taboo, which he sees as the beginning and essence of culture as it was the first rule to check natural impulses.

The opposite of both life and death need a resolution, a way of mediating between the two. 

Lévi-Strauss sees mythology as a solution because it unites opposites in multiple ways.

In The Raw and the Cooked, Lévi-Strauss explores the widely dispersed folk tales of tribal South America as all related to one another through a series of transformations of binary oppositions.

The very title of the book implies how raw becomes its opposite (cooked).

These particular opposites (raw/cooked) are symbolic of human culture itself, in which by means of thought and labor, raw materials become clothes, food, weapons, art, ideas. In this way, culture is a dialectic process: thesis, antithesis, synthesis.

Émile Durkheim thought that taxonomies of the natural world are collective in origin (the "collective conscious"), meaning that social structures influence individual structures of cognition.

Lévi-Strauss, on the other hand, proposed the opposite and argues that it is rather our cognitive structures what give meaning to the natural world.

Patterns in social interaction can be treated as manifestations of cognitive structures. 

Lévi-Strauss, the structures of culture are universal, but the contents will be culturally specific.  For example, changes in the universal basis of kinship systems, will depend on the type of marriage rules that are applied.

By looking the structure of myths, rather than at their content, Lévi-Strauss, explains why myths from different cultures from all over the world seem so remarkably similar.

While the content, the specific characters and events of myths may differ widely, their similarities are based on their structural sameness.

It is in this way that for Lévi-Strauss myth is language. In order to exist myth has to be told.

It is also a language, with the same structures that Saussure described belonging to any language.

What are structures?

Structures are the arrangement of and relations between the parts or elements of a complex whole.

In the social sciences, social structure is the patterned social arrangements in society that are both emergent from and determinant of the actions of the individuals.

It is the system of socioeconomic stratification, social institutions, and social network ties between individuals or organizations. It is the way that social norms shape the behavior of actors within the social system.

In the analysis of language, Ferdinand de Saussure structurally distinguished between langue and parole.

Parole is the specific utterance of speech (the word).

Langue, however, refers to an abstract phenomenon that theoretically defines the principles and system of rules that govern a language.

For Lévi-Strauss, myth, as language, consists of both langue and parole.

As language, myth also has synchronic, ahistorical structure and the specific diachronic details within the structure.

The Greek etymology synchronic and diachronic is:

Chronos = time

Dia = through, across (E.g. History, in depth)

Syn = with, together (E.g. Today, present)

Thus, a diachronic study (langue) concerns itself with the evolution and change over time of that which is studied. In some respect it is historical.

A synchronic study (parole), on the other hand, is exclusively concern to a particular moment of time.

Thus synchronic linguistics takes a language as a working system at a particular point in time without concern for how it has developed to its present state, i.e., a frozen slice of history.

Langue belongs to reversible time. (diachronic) Parole to non-reversible time. (synchronic) 

Parole is a specific instance or event, and it can only exist in linear time. It is unidirectional.

The study of the history of language is a diachronic understanding. 

The study of a state of language at any given time is the synchronic approach.

However, since langue is simply the structure itself, it can exist in the past, present, or future.

Structurally, language or langue encompasses the abstract, systematic rules and conventions of a signifying system.

Langue involves all the principles of language, without which no meaningful utterance.

Parole, then refers to the concrete instances of the use of langue

A myth, according to Levi-Strauss, is both historically specific, almost always set in some time long ago, and also ahistorical, meaning that its story is timeless.

However, to Levi-Strauss, myth also exists on a third level, in addition to langue and parole.

Myth is a language of its own, rather than a derivative subset of language.

Although myths are somehow poetic, they are different than poetry in that a mythic story can survive any and all translations.

Poetry, on the other hand cannot be properly translated, or paraphrased, Myth, however, can be translated, paraphrased, reduced, expanded, and otherwise manipulated--without losing its basic shape or structure.

Thus, while myth as structure looks like language as structure, it's actually something different from language because it operates on a higher, or more complex level.

Because his book is an “Introduction to a Science of Mythology”, Lévi-Strauss wants to empirically demonstrate that categories such as the raw and the cooked, the fresh and the decayed, the moistened and the burned, among others, can only be accurately defined by ethnographic observation.

“Using a small number of myths taken from native communities which will serve as a laboratory, I intend to carry out an experiment which, should it prove successful, will be of universal significance, since I expect it to prove that there is a kind of logic in tangible qualities, and to demonstrate the operation of that logic and reveal its laws”.

Lévi-Strauss adopts the standpoint of a particular culture (phenomenology) as conceptual tools with which to elaborate abstract ideas and combine them in the form of theories of structures and the laws that govern them.

I believe that mythology, more than anything else, makes it possible to illustrate such objectified thought and to provide empirical proof of its reality.
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