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The notion that linguistics might be useful in studying other cultural phenomena
1s based on two fundamental msights: first, that social and cultural phenomena are
not simply material objects or events but objects or events with meaning, and hence
signs; and second, that they do not have essences but are defined by a nerwork of
relarions, both internal and external. Stress may fall on one or the other of these
propositions — it would be in these terms, for example, that one might try to
distinguish semiology and structuralism — but in fact the two are inscparable, for
in studying signs one must investigate the svstem of relations that enables meaning
to be produced and, reciprocally, one can only determine what are the pertinent
relations among items by considering them as signs.

Structuralism is thus based, in the first instance. on the realization that 1f human
actions or productions have a meaning there must be an underlying sysiem of
distinctions and conventions which makes this meaning possible. Confronted with
2 marriage ceremony or a game of football, for example, an observer from a culture
where these did not exist could present an objective description of the actions
which took place, but he would be unable to grasp their meaning and so would
not be treating them as social or cultural phenomena. The actions are meaningtul
only with respect to a set of institutional conventions. Wherever there are two
posts one can kick a ball berween them but one can score a goal onlv within a
certain institutionalized framework. As Lévi-Strauss says mn his “Introduction
2 Peeuvre de Marcel Mauss,” “particular actions of individuals are never
symbolic in themselves; they are the elements out of which is constructed a symbolic
svstem, which must be collective” (p. xvi). The cultural meaning of any particular
act or object is determined by a whole svstem of constitutive rules: rules which
do not regulate behavior so much as create the possibility of particular forms of
behavior. The rules of English enable sequences of sound to have meaning; they
make it possible to utter grammatical or ungrammatical sentences. And analogousls
various social rules make it possible to marry, to score a goal, to write a poem,
to be impolite. It is in this sense that a culture is composed of a set of symbolic
systems. . .



i+ Structuralisne and Linguistics

To claim that cultural systems may with profit be treated as “languages” 1s Lo
sugoest that one will understand them better if onc discusses them in terms
provided by linguistics and analyzes them according to proccdures used by
linguists. In fact, the range of concepts and methods which structuralists have found
usctulis fairly restricted and only some halt-dozen linguists could qualify as seminal
influences. The first, of course, is Ferdinand de Saussure, who waded into the
heterogencous mass of linguistic phenomena and, recognizing that progress would
be possible only if one isolated a suitable objcet for study, distinguished between
speech acts (la parole) and the system of a language (la languc). The latter is the
proper object of linguistics. Pollowing Saussure’s example and concentrating on the
sistem which underlies speech sounds, members of the Prague linguistic circle -
particularly Jakobson and Trubetzkov — effected what Levi-Strauss called the
*phonological revolution™ and provided what was to later structuralists the clearest
model of linguistic method. Distinguishing berween the study of actual speech
sounds (phonetics) and the investigation of those aspects of sound that are
functional in a particular language (phonology), Trubetzkoy argued that “phonol-
ogy should investigate which phonic differences are linked, in the language under
consideration, with differences of meaning, how these differentiating elements or
marks are related to one another, and according to what rules they combine to form
words and phrases™ (Principes de phonologie, pp- 11-12). Phonology was important
for structuralists because it showed the systematic nature of the most familiar
phenomena, distinguished between the system and its realization and concentrated
not on the substantive characteristics of individual phenomena but on abstract
difterential features which could be defined in relational terms. . . .

The basic distinction on which modern linguistics rests, and which is cqually
crucial to the structuralist enterprise in other fields, 1s Saussure’s isolation of langue
from purole. The former is a system, an institution, a set of interpersonal rules and
normis, while the latter comprises the actual manifestations of the system in speech
and writing. 1t is, of course, easy to confuse the system with its manifestations, to
think of English as the sct of English utterances. But to learn English is not to
MICHIOFZC @ sel ol utterances; it is to master a system of rules and norms which make
it possible 1o produce and understand uticrances. To know English is to have
assimilated the system of the language. And the linguist’s task is not to study
utterances for their own sake; they are of interest to him only in so far as they
provide evidence about the nature of the underlying system, the English language.

Within linguistics itself there are disagreements about what precisely belongs to
Lengue and what to parele: whether, for example, an account of the linguistic system
should specify the acoustic and articulatory features that distinguish one phoneme
from another (/p/ is “voiceless™ and /b/ “voiced™), or whether such features as
svoiced™ and “voiceless” should be thought of as the manifestations in parole of
what, in fu fangue itsclf] is a purely formal and abstract distinction. Such debates
need not concern the structuralist, except in so far as they indicate that structure
can be definied at various levels of abstraction.” What does concern him 1s a pair
f disrinetions which the ditferentiation of langue from parole is designed to cover:
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berween .ru.le and behavior and between the functional and the nontunctional
The distinction between rule and behavior is crucial to any study .L'um.'t..'l'ncd \\'.it}
the production or communication of meaning. In in\'ur.riu;uinﬂ ph-\ stcal events « ]
may formulate laws which are nothing other than dircet _s;.me?iriu; of l:mhn\'im“ lj!ILlltt
in the case of social and cultural phenomena the rule is always at sume distance I"rnm
af:wa] behavior and that gap is a space of potential mc;min‘._’. The inx‘titlutiner of the
simplest rule, such as “members of this club will nults!cp unlcr;u‘i{jin thL-
pn\'en.aent,” may in some cases determine behavior but indubitably r.l.t:n;rmincL
meaning: the placing of one’s feet on the pavement, which formerly had n;
meaning, now signifies either compliance with or deviation from the rule and hence
an iltt.ltud{: towards the club and its authority. In social and cultural systems
beha\'lor may deviate frequently and considerably from the norm .\.\.'i-[huu‘t
impugning the existence of the norm. Many pl'UIllibL‘.‘-i- are in fact broken, but there
still exists a rule in the system of moral concepts that promises ,\,Iwuh‘l be kept;
though of course if one never kept any promises doubts might arise as to \\'hcr}i I
one understood the institution of promising and had assimilated its \1'ul:-~s )
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