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systems I have considered possesses a single
feature which is not compatible with social
conditions arising out of this marriage. Apart
from quantitative verification, I doubt whether
it would be possible in the whole range of
science to find a case where we can be more
confident that one phenomenon has heen con-
ditioned by another. 1 feel almost guilty of
wasting your time by going into it so fully,
and should hardly have ventured to do so if
this case of social causation had not been ex-
plicitly denied by one with so high a reputation
as Professor Kroeber. | hope, however, that the
argument will be useful as an example of
the method I shall apply to other cases in
which the evidence is less conclusive.

The features of terminology which follow
from the cross-cousin marriage were known to
Morgan, being present in three of the systems
he recorded from Southern India and in the
Fijian system collected for him by Mr Fison.
The earliest reference [Grant 1870: 276] to the
cross-cousin marriage which I have been able
to discover is among the Gond of Central
India. This marriage was recorded in 1870,
which, though earlier than the appearance of
Morgan’s book, was after it had been accepted
for publication, so that I think we can be confi-
dent that Morgan was unacquainted with the
form of marriage which would have explained
the peculiar features of the Indian and Fijian
systems. It is evident, however, that Morgan
was so absorbed in his demonstration of the
similarity of these systems ro those of America
that he paid but little, if any, attention to their
peculiarities. He thus lost a great opportunity;
if he had attended to these peculiarities and had
seen their meaning, he might have predicted a
form of marriage which would soon afterwards
have been independently discovered. Such an
example of successful prediction would have

forced the social significance of the
ology of relationship upon the attentioy
dents in such a way that we should hay
spared much of the controversy which
long obstructed progress in this branch of;
ology. It must at the very least have acte
stimulus to the collection of systems o
tionship. It would hardly have been po
that now, more than forty years after ¢
pearance of Morgan's book, we are g
complete ignorance of the terminology ¢
tionship of many peoples about whom vq
have been written. It would seem impo,
for instance, that our knowledge of

systems of relationship could have beeq
it is today. India would have been the coj
in which the success of Morgan’s predic
would first have shown itself, and suck
event must have prevented the almost
neglect which the subject of relationshi
suffered at the hands of students of I

uistics occupies a special place among the
cial sciences, to whose ranks it unquestion-

sociology. ly. belongs. It is not merely a social science
ke the others, but, rather, the one in which by
far-the greatest progress has been made. It is
he onl e which can truly claim to
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the improbability of the hypothesis of matrilin-
eal survivals in the family in antiquity, to which
so many anthropologists still clung at that time.
The linguist provides the anthropologist with
etymologies which permit him to establish be-
tween certain kinship terms relationships that
were not immediately apparent. The anthro-
pologist, on the other hand, can bring to the
attention of the linguist customs, prescriptions,
and prohibitions that help him to understand
the persistence of certain features of language
or the instability of terms or groups of terms, At
a meeting of the Linguistic Circle of New York,
Julien Bonfante once illustrated this point of
view by reviewing the etymology of the word
for uncle in several Romance langnages. The
Greek Oefog corresponds in Italian, Spanish,
and Portuguese to zio and #Ho; and he added
that in certain regions of Faly the uncle is called
barba. The “beard,” the “divine” uncle -whata
wealth of suggestions for the anthropologist!
The investigations of the fate A. M. Hocart
into the religious character of the avuncular
relationship and the “theft of the sacrifice” by
the maternal kinsmen immediately come to
mind.* Whatever interpretation is given to the
data collected by Hocart (and his own inter-
pretation is not entirely satisfactory), there is
no doubt that the linguist contributes to the
solution of the problem by revealing the ten-
acious survival in contemporary vocabulary of
relationships which have long since disap-
peared. At the same time, the anthropologist
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explains to the linguist the bases of etymology
and confirms its validity. Paul K. Benedict, in
examining, as a linguist, the kinship systems of
Southeast Asia, was able to make an important
contribution to the anthropology of the family
in that area.’

But linguists and anthropologists follow
their own paths independently. They halt, no
doubt, from time to time to communicate to
one another certain of their findings; these find-
ings, however, derive from different oper-
ations, and no effort is made to enable one
group to benefit from the technical and meth-
odological advances of the other. This attitude
might have been justified in the era when lin-
guistic research leaned most heavily on histor-
ical analysis. In relation to the anthropological
research conducted during the same period, the
difference was one of degree rather than of
kind. The linguists employed a more rigorous
method, and their findings were established on
more solid grounds; the sociologists could
follow their example in “rencuncing consider-
ation of the spatial distribution of contempor-
ary types as a basis for their classifications.”
But, after all, anthropology and sociology were
looking to linguistics only for insights; nothing
foretold a revelation.”

The advent of structural linguistics com-
pletely changed this situation. Not only did it
renew linguistic perspectives; a transformation
of this magnitude is not limited to a single dis-
cipline. Structural linguistics will certainly play
the same renovating role with respect to the
social sciences that nuclear physics, for exam-
ple, has played for the physical sciences, In what
does this revolution consist, as we try to assess
its broadest implications? N. Troubetzkoy, the
illustrious founder of structural linguistics,
himself furnished the answer to this question.
In one programmatic statement,® he reduced
the structural method to four basic operations.
First, structural linguistics shifts from the study
of comscious linguistic phenomena to study of
their unconscious infrastructure; second, it does
not treat ferms as independent entities, taking
instead as its basis of analysis the relations be-
tween terms; third, it introduces the concept of
systern — “Modern phonemics does not merely
prociaim that phonemes are always part of a
system; it shoiws concrete phonemic systems
and elucidates their structure”™ —; finally, struc-

tural linguistics aims at discovering “ge
laws, either by induction “or... by log
duction, which would give them an ah
character.”*°

Thus, for the first time, a social sciep
able to formulate necessary relationships:,
is the meaning of Troubetzkoy’s last po;
while the preceding rules show how linguig
must proceed in order to attain this end.
not for us to show that Troubetzkoy’s clgj Aring structural linguistics and the old linguis-
are justified. The vast majority of modern'| s, defines structural linguistics as a
guists seem sufficiently agreed on this p sgystematic structuralism and universalism,”
But when an event of this importance s thich he contrasts with the individualism and
place in one of the sciences of man, it is atomism”™ of former schools. And when he
only permissible for, but required of, represe considers diachronic analysis, his perspective is
tatives of related disciplines immediately. éprofoundly modified one: “The evolution of a
examine its consequences and its possible: Shonemic System at any given moment is
plication to phenomena of another order, - directed by the tendency toward a goal. . . . This

New perspectives then open up. We are evolution thus has a direction, an internal logic,
longer dealing with an occasional collaborati hich historieal phonemics is called upon to
where the linguist and the anthropologise, ea¢ alucidate.”™! The “individualistic” and “atom-
working by himself, occasionally communiéas istic” interpretation, founded exclusively on
those findings which each thinks may inter Tistorical contingency, which is criticized by
the other. In the study of kinship problems (25d Troubetzkoy and Jakobsen, is actually the
no doubt, the study of other problems as weéll) ~“same as that which is generally applied to kin-
the anthropologist finds himself in a sitnatio ‘ship problems.llEach detail of terminology and
which formally resembles that of the structy ‘sach special martiage rule is associated with a
linguist. Like phonemes, kinship terms®ar specific custom as either its consequence or its
elements of meaning; like phonemes, they survival, We thus meet with a chaos of discon-
quire meaning only if they are integrated i tinuity. No one asks how kinship systems,
systems. “Kinship systems,” like “phoriem regarded as synchronic wholes, could be the
systems,” are built by the mind on the level arbitrary product of a convergence of several
unconscious thought. Finally, the recurrence ‘heterogeneous institutions (most of which are
kinship patterns, marriage rules, similar p hypothetical}, yet nevertheless function with
scribed attitudes between certain types of re same sort of regularity and effectiveness.!®
tives, and so forth, in scattered regions of { However, a preliminary difficulty impedes
globe and in fundamentally different societies the transposition of the phonemic method to
leads us to believe that, in the case of kinship the anthropological study of primitive peoples.
well as linguistics, the observable phenome The superficial analogy between phonemic
result from the action of laws which are genera systems and kinship systems is so strong that it
but implicit. The problem can therefore be f immediately sets us on the wrong track. It is
mulated as follows: Although they belong incorrect to equate kinship terms and linguistic
another order of reality, kinship phenome phonemes from the viewpoint of their formal
are of the same type as linguistic phenomend ireatment. We know that to obtain a structural
Can the anthropologist, using a method ana law the linguist analyzes phonemes into “dis-
gous in form {if not in content) to the metho tinctive features,” which he can then group
used in structural linguistics, achieve the sam into one or several “pairs of oppositions.”**
kind of progress in his own science as & Following an analogous method, the anthro-
which has taken place in lingnistics? ‘Pologist might be tempted to break down ana-

We shall be even more strongly inclined-t Iytically the kinship terms of any given system
follow this path after an additional observati into their components. In our own kinship
has been made. The study of kinship problem system, for instance, the term father has posi-

; daY proached in the same terms am_i seems to

1 the throes of the same difficulties as was
ﬁg'uistic:s on the eve of the structuralist revolg—
. Thereisa striking analogy beeween certain
ttempts by Rivers and thf:_olr% linguistics, whu?h
ught its explanatory principles first of all in
seory. In both cases, it is solely (or almost
lely} diachronic analysis which must account
¢ synchronic phenomena. Troubetzkoy, com-

tive connotations with respect to sex, relative
age, and generation; but it has a zero value on
the dimension of collaterality, and it cannot
express an affinal relationship. Thus, for each
system, one might ask what relationships are
expressed and, for each term of the system,
what connotation — positive or negative - it
carries regarding each of the following relation-
ships: generation, coliaterality, sex, relative
age, affinity, etc. It is at this “microsociological”
level that one might hope to discover the most
general structural laws, just as the linguist dis-
covers his at the infraphonemic level or the
physicist at the infra-molecular or atomic
level. One might interpret the interesting at-
tempt of Davis and Warner in these terms.®

But a threefold objection immediately arises.
A truly scientific analysis must be real, simpli-
fying, and explanatory. Thus the distinctive fea-
tures which are the product of phonemic
analysis have an objective existence from three
points of view: psychological, physiological,
and even physical; they are fewer in number
than the phonemes which result from their
combination; and, finally, they allow us to
understand and reconstruct the system, Noth-
ing of the kind would emerge from the preced-
ing hypothesis. The treatment of kinship terms
which we have just sketched is analytical in
appearance only; for, actually, the result is
more abstract than the principle; instead of
moving toward the concrete, one moves away
from it, and the definitive system — if system
there is — is only conceptual. Secondly, Davis
and Warner’s experiment proves that the system
achieved through this procedure is infinitely
more complex and more difficult to interpeet
than the empirical data.'® Finally, the hypoth-
esis has no explanatory value; that s, it does not
lead to an understanding of the nature of the
system and still less to a reconstruction of its
origins.

What is the reason for this failure? A too
literal adherence to linguistic method actually
betrays its very essence. Kinship terms not only
have a sociological existence; they are also
elements of speech. In our haste to apply the
methods of linguistic analysis, we must not
forget that, as a part of vocabulary, kinship
terms must be treated with linguistic methods
in direct and not analogous fashion. Linguistics
teaches us precisely that structural analysis
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cannot be applied to words directly, but only to
words previously broken down into phonemes.
There are no necessary relationships at the vo-
cabulary level ' This applies to all vocabulary
elements, including kinship terms. Since this
applies to linguistics, it ought to apply ipso
facto to the sociology of language. An attempt
like the one whose possibility we are now dis-
cussing would thus consist in extending the
method of structural linguistics while ignoting
its basic requirements. Kroeber prophetically
foresaw this difficulty in an article written
many years ago.® And if, at that time, he
concluded that a structural analysis of kinship
terminology was impossible, we must remem-
ber that linguistics itself was then restricted to
phonetic, psychological, and historical analy-
sis. While it is true that the social sciences must
share the himirations of linguistics, they can
also benefit from its progress.

Nor should we overlook the profound differ-
ences between the phonemic chart of a language
and the chart of kinship terms of a society. In the
first instance there can be no question as to
function; we all know that language serves as
a means of communication. On the other hand,
what the linguist did not know and what struc-
tural linguistics alone has allowed him to dis-
cover is the way in which language achieves this
end. The function was obvious; the system
remained unknown. In this respect, the anthro-
pologist finds himself in the opposite situation.
We know, since the work of Lewis H. Morgan,
that kinship terms constitute systems; on the
other hand, we still do not know their function.
The misinterpretation of this initial situation
reduces most structural analyses of kinship
systems to pure tautologies. They demonstrate
the obvious and neglect the unknown.

This does not mean that we must abandon
hope of introducing order and discovering
meaning in kinship nomenclature. But we
should at least recognize the special problems
raised by the sociology of vocabulary and the
ambiguous character of the relations between
its methods and those of linguistics. For this
reason it would be preferable to limit the dis-
cussion to a case where the analogy can be
clearly established. Fortunately, we have just
such a case available,

What is generally called a “kinship system™
comprises two quite different orders of reality.

STRUCTURAL ANALYSIS IN LINGUISTICS AND iN ANTHROPOLOGY

149

First, there are terms through which v
kinds of family relationships are expr
But kioship is not expressed solely thy,
nomenclature. The individuals or clagsig
individuals who employ these terms fg
do not feel, as the case may be) boup
prescribed behavior in their relations witl
another, such as respect or familiarity, rig
obligations, and affection or hostility, .
along with what we propose to call the s
of terminology {which, strictly speaking: g
stitutes the vocabulary system), there j
other systern, both psychological and soc
nature, which we shall call the system o
tudes. Although it is true {as we have g
above]) that the study of systems of terming}
places us in a situation analogous, but Opb
ite, to the situation in which we are de;
with phonemic systems, this difficuley
“inversed,” as it were, when we examire::
tems of attitudes. We can guess at the s
plaved by systems of attitudes, that is, to iig;
group cohesion and equilibrium, but we dq
understand the nature of the interconnection
between the various attitudes, nor do we:
ceive their necessity.'” In other words, as i
case of language, we know their function
the system is unknown. :
Thus we find a profound difference betw
the systesn of terminology and the sy
of attitudes, and we have to disagree'v
A. R. Radcliffe-Brown if he really believed
has been said of him, that attitudes are nof
but the expression or transposition of ter
the affective level.2° The last few years:h
provided numerous examples of groups wh
charr of kinship terms does not accurate
flect family attitudes, and vice versa.*! It w
be incorrect to assume that the kinship syst
constitutes the principal means of regulat
interpersonal relationships in all societ
Even in societies where the kinship sys
does function as such, it does not fulfill
role everywhere to the same extent. Furt
more, it is always necessary to distinguish:
tween two types of attitudes: first, the diffi
uncrystallized, and non-institutionalized-a
tudes, which we may consider as the reflect
or transposition of the terminology on the p
chological level; and second, along with, 6
addition to, the preceding ones, those attitd
which are stylized, prescribed, and sanctiol

eaboos or privileges and expressed through a
od ritual. These attitudes, far from automat-
ily reflecting the nor_nenclatuFe, often appear
secondary elzborations, which serve to re-
+lve the contradictions and overcome the defi-
iencies inherent in the terminological system.
is synthetic character is strikingly apparent
ong the Wik Munkan of Australia. In t}_1is
roup, joking privileges sanction a contradic-
ii-between the kinship relations which link
o unmarried men and the theoretical rela-
nship which must be assumed to exist be-
izen them in order to account for their later
rriages to two women who do not stand
mselves in the corresponding relationship.*?
sre is a contradiction between two possible
iems of nomenclature, and the emphasis
laced on attitudes represents an attempt to
ritegrate Or transcend this contradiction, We
easily agree with Radcliffe-Brown and
seert the existence of “real relations of interde-
endence between the terminology and the rest
the system.”/23 Some of his critics made the
istake of inferring, from the absence of a rig-
us parallelism between attitudes and no-
enclature, that the two systems were
iitually independent. But this relationship of
erdependence does not imply a one-to-one
relation. The system of attitudes constitutes,
ather, a dynamic integration of the system of
tiinology.

Granted the hypothesis (to which we whaole-
rtedly subscribe) of a functional relation-
ip between the two systems, we are neverthe-
ss. entitled, for methodological reasons, to
cat independently the problems pertaining
each system. This is what we propose to do
ere for a problem which is rightly considered
“point of departure for any theory of arti-
des ~ that of the maternal uncle. We shall
ttempt to show how a formal transposition
the method of structural linguistics allows
3.to shed new light upon this problem. Be-
use the relationship between nephew and
naternal uncle appears to have been the focus
ignificant elaboration in a great many
imitive societies, anthropologists have de-
oted special attention to it. It is not enough
O:note the frequency of this theme; we must
0 account for it.

et us briefly review the principal stages in
he development of this problem. During the

entire nineteenth century and until the writings
of Sydney Hartland,™* the importance of the
mother’s brother was interpreted as a survival
of matrilineal descent, This interpretation was
based purely on speculation, and, indeed, it
was highly improbable in the light of European
examples. Furthermore, Rivers’ attempt™ to
explain the importance of the mother’s brother
in southern India as a residue of cross-cousin
marriage led to particularly deplorable resuits.
Rivers himself was forced to recognize that this
interpretation could not account for all aspects
of the problem. He resigned himself to the
hypothesis that several heterogeneous customs
which have since disappeared (cross-cousin
marriage being only one of them) were needed
to explain the existence of a single institu-
tion.2® Thus, atomism and mechanism tri-
umphed. It was Lowie’s crucial article on the
matrilineal complex”” which opened what we
should like to call the “modern phase” of the
problem of the avunculate. Lowie showed that
the correlation drawn or postulated between
the prominent position of the maternal uncle
and matrilineal descent cannot withstand rig-
orous analysis. In fact, the avunculate is found
associated with patrilineal, as well as matrilin-
eal, descent. The role of the maternal uncle
cannot be explained as either a consequence
or a survival of matrilineal kinship; it is only
a specific application “of a very general ten-
dency to associate definite social relations
with definite forms of kinship regardless of
maternal or paternal side.” In accordance
with this principle, introduced for the first
time by Lowie in 1919, there exists a general
tendency to qualify attitudes, which constitutes
the only empirical foundation for a theory of
kinship systems. But, at the same time, Lowie
left certain questions unanswered. What
exactly do we call an avanculate? Do we not
merge different customs and attitudes under
this single term? And, if it is true that there is
a tendency to qualify all attitudes, why are only
certain attitudes associated with the avancular
relationship, rather than just any possible atti-
tudes, depending upon the group considered?

A few further remarks here may underline the
striking analogy between the development of
this problem and certain stages in the evolution
of linguistic theory. The variety of possible
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attitudes in the area of interpersonal relation-
ships is almost unlimited; the same holds true
for the variety of sounds which can be articu-
lated by the vocal apparatus — and which are
actually produced during the first months of
human life. Each language, however, retains
only a very small number among all the pos-
sible sounds, and in this respect linguistics
raises two questions: Why are certain sounds
selected? What relationships exist berween one
or several of the sounds chosen and all the
others?*® Qur sketch of the historical develop-
ment of the avuncular problem is at precisely
the same stage. Like language, the social group
has a great wealth of psycho-physiological ma-
terial at its disposal. Like language too, it
retains only certain elements, at least some of
which remain the same throughout the most
varied cultures and are combined into struc-
tures which are always diversified. Thus we
may wonder about the reason for this choice
and the Jaws of combination.

For insight into the specific problem of the
avunculate we should turn to Radcliffe-Brown.
His well-known article on the maternal uncle
in South Africa®® was the first attempt to grasp
and analyze the modalities of what we might
call the “general principle of attitude qualifica-
tion.” We shall briefly review the fundamental
ideas of that now-classic study.

According to Radcliffe-Brown, the term
avunculate covers two antithetical systems of
attitudes. In one case, the maternal uncle rep-
resents family auwthority; he is feared and
obeyed, and possesses certain rights over his
nephew. In the other case, the nephew holds
privileges of familiarity in relation to his uncle
and can treat him more or less as his victim.
Second, there is a correlation between the boy’s
attitude toward his maternal uncle and his atti-
tude toward his father. We find the two systems
of attitudes in both cases, but they are inversely
correlated. In groups where familiarity charac-
terizes the relationship between father and son,
the relationship between maternal uncle and
nephew is one of respect; and where the father
stands as the austere representative of family
authority, it is the uncle who is treated with
familiarity. Thus the two sets of attitudes con-
stitete {as the structural linguist would say)
two pairs of oppositions. Radcliffe-Brown con-
cluded his article by proposing the following

interpretation: In the final analysis, it is 4a
that determines the choice of oppeg
In patrilineal societies, where the fagh
the father’s descent group represent:’
tional authoriry, the maternal uncle i
sidered a “male mother” He is geg
treated in the same fashion, and somg
even called by the same name, as the m;
In matrilineal societies, the opposite o
Here, authority is vested in the ms
uncle, while relationships of tenderneis
familiarity revolve about the father ap
descent group. :
It would indeed be difficult to exaggera
importance of Radcliffe-Brown’s contribug,
which was the first attempt at synthesis o5
empirical basis following Lowie’s authorit4
and merciless criticism of evolutionist ‘i
physics. To say that this effort did not en
succeed does not in any way diminis
homage due to this great British anthropolog
but we should certainly recognize that' R
cliffe-Brown’s article leaves unanswered's
fundamental questions. First, the avuncii
does not occur in all matrilineal or all patri
eal systems, and we find it present in so
systems which are neither matrilineal nor-pa
lineal.*® Further, the avuncular relations
not limited to two terms, but presapposes f
namely, brother, sister, brother-in-law,
nephew. An interpretation such as Radch
Brown’s arbitrarily isolates particular elem:
of a global structure which must be treated:
whole. A few simple examples will iliust
this twofold difficulty.
The social organization of the Trobri:
Islanders of Melanesia is characterized
matrilineal descent, free and familiar relatio
between father and son, and a marked an
onism between maternal uncle and nephes
On the other hand, the patrilineal Cherkess
the Caucasus place the hostility between fath
and son, while the maternal uncle assists:h
nephew and gives him a horse when
marries.** Up to this point we are still wit
the limits of Radcliffe-Brown’s scheme. Bit'}
us consider the other family relationshi
involved. Malinowski showed that in 't
Trobriands husband and wife live in an atm
phere of tender intimacy and that their rel
tionship is characterized by reciprocity. Tl
relations between brother and sister, on 't

hand, are dominated by an ex.trem.eiy
{ taboo. Let us now compare the situation
o Caucasus. There, it is the brother—sister
attonship which is tender - to such an extent
St among the Pschav an. only daughter
‘0=Pt5” a2 “brother” who will play the cus-
ary brother’s role as her chaste bed com-
n.3% But the relationship between spouses
ntirely different. A Cherkess will not appear
:blic with his wife and visits her oqu in
wer. According to Malinowski, there is no
er insult in the Trobriands than to tell a
.that he resembles his sister. In the Cau-
45 there is an analogous prohibition: It
forbidden to ask a man about his wife’s

ealth. o
When we consider societies of the Cherkess

4d. Trobriand types it is not enough to study
correlation of attitudes between father/son
d unclefsister’s son. This correlation is only
“ne aspect of a global system containing four
types of relationships which are organically
inked, namely: brother/sister, husbandfwife,
sher/son, and mother’s brotherisister’s son.
fe two groups in our example illustrate a law
hich can be formulated as follows: In both
roups, the relation between maternal uncle
ind nephew is to the relation between brother
id sister as the relation between father and son
o that between husband and wife. Thus if we
lnow one pair of relations, it is always possible
infer the other.

Let us now examine some other cases. On
Tonga, in Polynesia, descent is patrilineal, as
among the Cherkess. Relations between hus-
nd and wife appear to be public and harmo-
ous, Domestic quarrels are rare, and
although the wife is often of superior rank,
he husband ©...is nevertheless of higher au-
lority in all domestic matters, and no wornan
ntertains the least idea of rebelling against
hat authority.”** At the same time there is
great freedom between nephew and maternal
cle. The nephew is fabu, or above the law, in
felation to his uncle, toward whom extreme
tamiliarity is permitted. This freedom strongly
contrasts with the father-son relationship. The
ather is tapu; the son cannot touch his father’s
head or hair; he cannot touch him while he
eats, sleep in his bed or on his pillow, share
1§ food or drink, or play with his possessions.
However, the strongest tapu of all is the one

between brother and sister, who must never be
together under the same roof.

Although they are also patrilineal and patri-
local, the natives of Lake Kutubu in New
Guinea offer an example of the opposite
type of structure. F. E. Williams writes: “I
have never seen such a close and apparently
affectionate association between father and
son. ... % Relations between husband and
wife are characterized by the very low status
ascribed to women and “the marked separation
of masculine and feminine interests. ... "> The
women, according to Williams, “are expected
to work hard for their masters...they occa-
sionally protest, and protest may be met with
a beating.”¥” The wife can always call upon her
brother for protection against her hushand,
and it is with him that she seeks refuge. As for
the relationship between nephew and maternal
uncle, it is “...best summed up in the word
‘respect’ ... tinged with apprehensiveness,”®
for the maternal uncle has the power to curse
his nephew and inflict serious illness upon him
(just as among the Kipsigi of Africa),

Although patrilineal, the socicty described by
Williamns is structurally of the same type as that
of the Sinai of Bougainville, who have matrilin-
eal descent. Between brother and sister there is
“...friendly interaction and mutual generos-
ity....""7 As regards the father—son relation-
ship, Oliver writes, “...[ could discover listle
evidence that the word “father’ evokes images of
hostility or stern authority or awed respect.”*
But the relationship between the nephew and
his mother’s brother “appears to range between
stern discipline and genial mutual dependence.
...” However, “...most of the informants
agreed that all boys stand in some awe of their
mother’s brothers, and are more likely to obey
them than their own fathers....”" Between
fusband and wife harmonious understanding
is rare: “...there are few young wives who
remain altogether faithful. .. most young hus-
bands are continually suspicious and often give
vent to jealous anger...marriages involve a
number of adjustments, some of them appar-
ently difficult. ... ”*

The same picture, but sharper still, charac-
terizes the Dobuans, who are matrilineal and
neighbors of the equally matrilineal Trobrian-
ders, while their structure is very different.
Dobuan marriages are unstable, adultery is
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widespread, and husband and wife constantly
fear death induced by their spouse’s witcheraft.
Actually, Fortune’s remark, “It is a most serious
insult to refer to a woman’s witchcraft so that
her husband will hear of it”*® appears to be a
variant of the Trobriand and Caucasian taboos
cited above.

In Dobu, the mother’s brother is held to be
the harshest of all the relatives. “The mother’s
brother may beat children long after their
parents have ceased to do so,” and they are
forbidden to utter his name. There is a tender
relationship with the “navel,” the mother’s
sister’s husband, who is the father’s double,
rather than with the father himself. Neverthe-
less, the father is considered “less harsh” than
the mother’s brother and will always seek, con-
trary to the laws of inheritance, to favor his son
at the expense of his uterine nephew. And,
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finally, “the strongest of all social bondy
the one between brother and sister.**
What can we conclude from these examp
The correlation between types of descen
forms of avunculate does not exhaust the P
lem. Different forms of avunculate can coi
with the same type of descent, whether D
lineal or matrilineal. But we constantly fing
same fundamental relationship' betweet
four pairs of oppositions required to corst
the system. This will emerge more clearly
the diagrams which illustrate our exars;
The sign + indicates free and familiar relat
and the sign — stands for relations ¢
acterized by hostility, antagonism, or rég
(Figure 8.1}. This is an oversimplification;
we can tentatively make use of it. We shal
describe some of the indispensable refinemés
farther on.

he synchronic jaw of correlation thus sug-
ed may be validated diachronically. If we
mmarize, after Howard, the evolution of
farnily relationships during the Middle Ages,
.o find appmximately this pattern: The broth-
s authority over his sister wanes, and that of
e prospective husband increases. Simultaq-
cously, the bond between father and son is
sakened and that between maternal uncle
id nephew is reinforced.*

This evolution seems to be confirmed by the
cuments gathered by Léon Gautier, for in the
‘onservative” texts (Raoul de Cambrai, Geste
% Loherains, ete.},*® the positive relationship
‘established chiefly between father and son
:ind is only gradually displaced toward the ma-

: 47
rnal uncle and nephew.

hus we see® that in order to understand the
unculate we must ereat it as one relationship

Trobriand -matrilineal

Siuai—matrilineal

ithin a system, while the system itself must be
considered as a whole in order to grasp its

- +
structure. This structure rests upon four terms
A - O A s : |
- (brother, sister, father, and son), which are
linked by two pairs of correlative oppositions
h * ifi such a way that in each of the two gener-

ations there is always a positive relationship
and 2 negative one. Now, what is the nature
£ this structure, and what is its function? The
answet is as follows: This structure is the most
elementary form of kinship that can exist. It is,
properly speaking, the unit of kinship.

¥ ) A _One may give a logical argument to support

4 = this statement, In order for a kinship structure
_\ . to exist, three types of family relations must

\ ways be present: a relation of consanguinity,

relation of affinity, and a relation of descent —
other words, a relation between siblings, a
relation between spouses, and a refation be-
tween parent and child. It is evident that the
structure given here satisfies this threefold re-
‘quirement, in accordance with the scientific

- + principle of parsimony. But these consider-

A = © A ations are abstract, and we can present a
‘more direct proof for our thesis.

+ - - The primitive and irreducible character of

A the basic unit of kinship, as we have defined

it, is actually a direct result of the universal
‘presence of an incest taboo. This is really

Lake Kubutu-patrilineal . . .
saying that in human society a man maust

Figure 8.1

obtain a woman from another man who gives
him a daughter or a sister. Thus we do not need

to explain how the maternal uncle emerged in
the kinship structure: He does not emerge — he
is present initially. Indeed, the presence of the
maternal uncle is a necessary precondition for
the structure to exist. The error of traditional
anthropology, like that of traditional linguis-
tics, was to consider the terms, and not the
refations between the terms.

Before proceeding further, let us briefly
answer some objections which might be raised.
Firsr, if the relationship between “brothers-in-
law” is the necessary axis around which the
kinship structure is built, why need we bring
in the child of the marriage when considering
the elementary structure? Of course the child
here may be either born or vet unborn. But,
granting this, we must understand that the
child is indispensable in validating the dynamic
and teleological character of the inital step,
which establishes kinship on the basis of and
through marriage. Kinship is not a static phe-
nomenon; it exists only in self-perpetuation.
Here we are not thinking of the desire to per-
petuate the race, but rather of the fact that in
most kinship systems the initial disequilibrium
produced in one generation between the group
that gives the woman and the group that re-
ceives her can be stabilized only by counter-
prestations in following generations. Thus,
even the most elementary kinship structure
exists both synchronically and diachronically.

Second, could we not conceive of a symmet-
tical structure, equally simple, where the sexes
would be reversed? Such a structure would
involve a sister, her brother, brother’s wife,
and brother’s daughter. This is certainly a the-
oretical possibility. But it is immediately elim-
inated on empirical grounds. In human society,
it is the men who exchange the women, and not
vice versa. It remains for further research to
determine whether certain cultures have not
tended to create a kind of fictitious image of
this symmetrical structure. Such cases wonld
surely be uncommon.

We come now to a more serious objection,
Possibly we have only inverted the problem.
Traditional anthropologists painstakingly en-
deavored to explain the origin of the avuncu-
late, and we have brushed aside that research
by treating the mother’s brother not as an ex-
trinsic element, but as an immediate givern of
the simplest family structure. How is it then
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that we do not find the avunculate at all times
and in all places? For although the avunculate
has a wide distribution, it is by no means uni-
versal. It would be futile to explain the in-
stances where it is present and then fail to
explain its absence in other instances.

Let us point out, first, that the kinship system
does not have the same importance in all cul-
tures. For some cultures it provides the active
principle regulating all or most of the social
relationships. In other groups, as in our own
society, this function is either absent altogether
or greatly reduced. In still others, as in the
societies of the Plains Indians, it is only par-
tially fulfilled. The kinship system is a lan-
guage; but it is not a universal language, and
a society may prefer other modes of expression
and action. From the viewpoint of the anthro-
pologist this means that in dealing with a spe-
cific culture we must always ask a preliminary
question: Is the system systematic? Such a ques-
tion, which seems absurd at first, is absurd only
in relation to language; for language is the
semantic systern par excellence; it cannot bur
signify, and exists only through signification.
On the contrary, this question must be rigor-
ously examined as we move from the study of
language to the consideration of other systems
which also claim to have semantic functions,
but whose fulfillment remains partial, fragmen-
tary, or subjective, like, for example, social
organization, art, and so fortch.

Furthermore, we have interpreted the avun-
culate as a characteristic trait of elementary
structure. This elementary structure, which is
the product of defined relations involving four
terms, is, in our view, the true atom of kin-
ship.** Nothing can be conceived or given
beyond the fundamental requirements of its
structure, and, In addition, it is the sole build-
ing block of more complex systems. For there
are more complex systems; or, more accurately
speaking, all kinship systems are constructed
on the basis of this elementary structure,
expanded or developed through the integration
of new elements, Thus we must entertain two
hypotheses: first, one in which the kinship
system under consideration operates through
the simple juxtaposition of elementary struc-
tures, and where the avuncular relationship
therefore remains constantly apparent; second,
a hypothesis in which the building blocks of the

system are already of a more complex org
the latter case, the avuncular relarions
while present, may be submerged within
ferentiated context. For instance, we cag
ceive of a system whose point of departy
in the elementary structure but which adgs
the right of the maternal uncle, his wife, 4,
the left of the father, first the father’s sista
then her husband. We could easily demor:
that a development of this order leads
parallel splitting in the following generag
The child must then be distinguished accogi
to sex — a boy or a girl, linked by a rels
which is symmetrical and inverse to the'te
occupying the other peripheral positions in
structure {for example, the dominant pos;'
of the father’s sister in Polynesia, the S
African #nblampsa, and inheritance by
mother’s brother’s wife). In this type of si
ture the avuncular relationship continues
prevail, but it is no longer the predomin
one. In structures of still greater comple:
the avunculate may be obliterated or. i
merge with other relationships. But precise
because it is part of the elementary structus
the avuncular relationship re-emerges unimi
takably and tends to become reinforced e
time the system under consideration reachgs
crisis — either because it is undergoing ra
transformation (as on the Northwest Coast
or because it is a focus of contact and confli
between radically different cultures (as in F
and southern India), or, finally, because it i
the throes of a mortal crisis (as was Europ
the Middle Ages).

We must also add that the positive and neg;
tive symbols which we have employed in-i
above diagrams represent an oversimplific
tion, useful only as a part of the demonstratio
Actually, the system of basic attitudes.co
prises at least four terms: an attitude of affe
tion, tenderness, and sponraneity; an attitude
which resules from the reciprocal exchange
prestations and counter-prestations; and,
addition to these bilateral relationships, twi
unilateral relationships, one which corfé
ponds to the atticude of the creditor, the oth
to that of the debtor. In other words there ar
mutuality (=), reciprocity (4 ), rights (+
and obligations {—). These four fundamental
attitudes are represented in their reciprocal 1
lationships in Figure 8.2.

I+
|

gure 8.2

' many systems the relationship between
- individuals is often expressed not by 2
igle attitude, but by several attitudes Whi({h
together form, as it were, a “bundle” of atti-
Jes (as in the Trobriands, where we find both
stnality and reciprocity between husband
and wife). ‘This is an additional reason behind
s difficulty in uncovering the basic structure.

s have tried to show the extent to which the
eceding analysis is indebted to outstanding
contemporary exponents of the sociology of

simitive peoples. We must stress, however,
idiat in its most fundamental principle this an-
alysis departs from their teachings. Let us cite
asan example Radcliffe-Brown:

The unit of structure from which a kinship
system is built up is the group which I call an
“elementary family,” consisting of 2 man and
his wife and their child or children.... The
éxistence of the clementary family creates
three special kinds of social relationship, that
between parent and child, that between chil-
dren of the same parents (siblings}, and that
between husband and wife as parents of the
same child or children.. .. The three relation-
ships that exist within the elementary family
constitute what I call the first order. Relation-
<ships of the second order are those which
'c_lepend on the connection of two elementary
families through a common member, and are
such as father’s father, mother’s brother, wife’s
sister, and so on. In the third order are such as
father's brother’s son and mother’s brother’s
twife. Thus we can trace, if we have genea-
:logical information, relationships of the
= fourth, fifth or #™ order.”°

The idea expressed in the above passage, that
the biological family constitutes the point of
departure from which all societies elaborate
their kinship systems, has not been voiced

solely by Radcliffe-Brown. There is scarcely
an idea which would today elicit greater con-
sensus, Nor is there one more dangerous, in our
opinion. OFf course, the biological family is
ubiquitous in human society. But what confers
upon kinship its socio-cultural character is not
what it retains from nature, but, rather, the
essential way in which it diverges from nature.
A kinship system does not consist irt the object-
ive ties of descent or consanguinity between
individuals. It exists only in human conscious-
ness; it is an arbitrary system of representa-
tions, not the spontaneous development of a
real situation. This certainly does not mean
that the real situation is automatically contra-
dicted, or that it is to be simply ignored. Rad-
cliffe-Brown has shown, in studies that are now
classic, that even systems which are apparently
extremely rigid and artificial, such as the Aus-
tralian systems of marriage-classes, take bio-
logical parenthood carefully into account. But
while this observation is irrefutable, still the
fact (in our view decisive) remains that, in
human society, kinship is allowed to establish
and perpetuate itself only through specific
forms of marriage. In other words, the relation-
ships which Radcliffe-Brown calls “relation-
ships of the first order” are a function of, and
depend upon, those which he considers second-
ary and derived. The essence of human kinship
is to require the establishment of relations
among what Radcliffe-Brown calls “elemen-
tary families.” Thus, it is not the families (isol-
ated terms} which are truly “clementary,” but,
rather, the relations between those terms. No
other interpretation can account for the univer-
sality of the incest taboo; and the avencular
relationship, in its most general form, is noth-
ing but a corollary, now covert, now explicit,
of this taboo.

Because they are symbolic systems, kinship
systems offer the anthropologist a rich field,
where his efforts can almost {and we empha-
size the “almost”) converge with those of the
most highly developed of the social sciences,
namely, linguistics. But to achieve this conver-
gence, from which it is hoped a better under-
standing of man will result, we must never lose
sight of the fact that, in both anthropological
and linguistic research, we are dealing strictly
with symbolism. And although it may be legit-
imate or even inevitable to fall back upon a
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naturalistic interpretation in order to under-
stand the emergence of symbolic thinking,
once the latter is given, the nature of the ex-
planation must change as radically as the
newly appeared phenomenon differs from
those which have preceded and prepared it.
Hence, any concession to naturalism might
jeopardize the Immense progress already
made in linguistics, which is also beginning to
characterize the study of family structure, and
might drive the soctology of the family toward
a sterile empiricism, devoid of inspiration.
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