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Human existence is inevitably linked to places, and thought too - as indeed culture in general -
takes shape in relation to the experience of specific places. What are the places which helped
shape Claude Lévi-Strauss’s reflections on anthropology? To answer this question we must
trace the fundamental moments of his life and thought. First there are the places associated with
his travels and with his ethnographical fieldwork in Brazil. Of the various peoples he
encountered it was perhaps the Bororo who above all taught Lévi-Strauss the sense of spatial
organization (the structure of “cold” societies). But his return to Europe brought Lévi-Strauss
into contact with a continent shot through with anti-semitism and sliding quickly towards the
Second World War: a “hot” society, which had lost its sense of structure and from which, like
many other Jewish intellectuals, Lévi-Strauss was forced to flee. The third turning point came
with Lévi-Strauss’s stay in New York: it was there that he developed his anthropological
thought at a theoretical level and laid the basis for his structuralism; and it is there that we can
picture Lévi-Strauss wandering around the streets of the metropolis (like the flaneur imagined
by Walter Benjamin). For the fourth place we have to refer to his stay in India and the pages of
Tristes Tropigues, which are dedicated to the crowds in Indian cities and which return to the
theme of societies devastated by historical movements and subjected to the laws of ruinous
entropy. It was in the disorder of the Indian cities (the “replete” tropics as opposed to the
“empty” tropics of indigenous America) that Lévi-Strauss glimpsed the distressing future of
humanity.

(Francesco Remotti, January 2010)
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