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Preface

Were there many structuralisms or simply one structuralism? By the
end of the decades of structuralism's triumph described in the first vol-
ume of History of Structuralism, it had become clear that structural-
ism wove a redlity of different logics and individuals resembling a
disparate fabric more than a school. However, there were a specific
orientation and many dialogues indicating a "structuralist moment."
In the mid-sixties, both Louis Althusser and Michel Foucault were try-
ing to bring together the most modern social science research around
an effort at philosophical renewa that came to be known as struc-
turalist. In 1966, these efforts reached their apex.

By 1967, cracks started to appear. It became clear that the re-
groupings of the first period were often artificial, and a general with-
drawal of sorts began at this point. Certain of the players sought less-
trodden paths in order to avoid the epithet "structuralist." Some even
went so far asto deny ever having been a structuralist, with the excep-
tion of Claude Levi-Strauss, who pursued hiswork beyond the pale of
the day's fashions.

Paradoxically, while structuralists were distancing themselves
from what they considered to be an artificia unity, the media were
discovering and aggrandizing this unity. This period of deconstruc-
tion, dispersion, and ebb, however, only quite superficially affected
the rhythm of structuralist research. Research continued elsewhere, in

Xiii
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the university, and obeyed another temporal logic. May 1968 had
contributed to structuralism's institutional success, and this played an
essential role in assimilating the program that had lost its blazened
banner of a counterculture in revolt to become one of the theoretical,
but unarticulated, horizons of social scienceresearch.
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One

Chomskyism-New Frontiers?

In 1967, Pion published Nicolas Ruwet's doctoral dissertation, Intro-
duction to Generative Grammar.! in which he presented Chomskyan
principles. For Ruwet, as for many linguists, Chomsky was the ex-
pression of aradical break with the first structuralist period. Ruwet
had discovered Chornsky thanks to an itinerary that took him from
Belgium to Paris, where he attended many of the important seminars
being held at the time.

Born in 1933, Nicolas Ruwet was first a student in Liege. Dissat-
isfied with a style of teaching that resembled the pedagogy at the 50r-
bonne, he left Belgiumin 1959 to come to Paris. "I was vaguely think-
ing about ethnology, but | was also interested in psychoanalysis. | was
amusician at the beginning and | had already read a certain number
of works in linguistics including Saussure, Trubetzkoy, and jakob-
son."? From the outset Ruwet was at the confluence of different disci-
plines, agood indication of the totalizing structuralist imperative. He
left Belgium seeking rigor and in the hope of participating in the scien-
tific adventure that was unfolding.

In Paris, Ruwet went to Emile Benveniste's seminar at the College
de France, Andre Martinet's seminar at the Sorbonne, and Claude
Levi-Strauss's seminar at Hautes Etudes. "What was going on in Levi-
Strausss seminar particularly excited me, at the beginning when he
brought in a long article by Roman jakobson that had just come out
in English, entitled 'Linguistics and Poetics.' He was completely car-
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ried away by it and read us practically the entire text during the two
hours of the class."! In 1962, Ruwet became a member of the poetics
program in the Belgian National Foundation for Scientific Research
(FNRS): "l was planning to do a thesis on Baudelaire, which | never
did."4 In 1963, he wrote the preface to the collected works of jakob-
son, one of the major publications of the period, published by the Edi-
tions de Minuit as Essays in General Linguistics.S He and his friend
Lucien Sebag were both attending Lacan's famous seminar at the time.
While on a trip together with Lacan's daughter and other friends in
a house that Lacan had rented in Saint-Tropez, Ruwet discovered
Chomsky, entirely by accident.

| was alone in the room that Lacan used as a study and there was a
little blue book, published by Mouton, lying on his desk. It was
Chomsky's Syntactic Sructures. | ordered it right away at the end of
the vacation, and found it very interesting, but | did not understand
athing. There were still too many piecesmissing."”

Despite this fortuitous discovery, Ruwet continued to work along the
lines defined by Jakobson and Hjelmslev and wrote an article for Eric
de Dampierre summarizing the situation in general linguisticsin 1964,
in which he sang the praises of structuralism.”

The Conversion
In 1964, everything changed. A friend from Liége lent Ruwet a book
by Paul Postal which had just come out, Constituent Structure: A
Study of Contemporary Models of Syntactic Description, in which
Postal presented Chomsky's major ideas. "l read it on the train be-
tween Liége and Paris. When | got to the Gare du Nord | was a genera-
tivist. In the space of afew hours| had walked my road to Damascus.
Everything changed. | had to finish my article for Eric de Dampierre,
but I no longer believedin what | was saying."8 Ruwet spent the next
three years reading everything published on generative grammar and
preparing to write his thesis-which he had initially not planned to
publish as a book but only in order to get an officia diploma and
crown arather interdisciplinary career, likethat of most structuralists.
In 1967-68, this book quickly became the breviary of the new genera-
tion that was discovering linguistics.

Chomsky was not well known in France at the time. Although
Syntactic Structures had come out in 1957, it was only translated in
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1969 at Seuil. Thanks to Nicolas Ruwet, who adopted an entirely new
approach with respect to what had come before in linguistics, Chom-
sky became known in France. In December 1966, Ruwet introduced
generative grammar in issue 4 of Langages; Chomsky gave him the
possibility of working on syntax, which Saussure and Jakobson had
ignored. While the search for greater scientificity provided the link
between structuralism and Chomskyism, Ruwet saw an advantage in
generativism's Popperian conception of science as falsifiable. "The
break liesin the possibility of offering hypotheses that can be proved
false. This made a deep impression on me."? Generative grammar re-
quired a precise and explicit theory, which worked like an algorithm
whose operations can be applied mechanically. "Karl Popper clearly
showed that it was possible to establish a science on the principle of
induction."lO With the double articulation of language on the deep
structure of competence and a surface structure of speech, a double
universality was postulated. Not only were there established rules and
a system, but there were also "a certain number of substantial univer-
sals.11 This quest for universals carried structuralist ambitions even
further, ambitions themselves taken from the genera principle evoked
by Plato in the Sophist (262 B.C.), offering "the material foundations
of structural linguistics." 12 Plato had argued that the study of a system
of signs presupposed a certain limited number of conditions. deter-
mining minimal units, their finite number, their combinability and,
finaly, that not all combinations are possible.

Although May 1968 would also weaken the structuralist para-
digm, aswe will see, Chomsky's thinking was in phase with the events
of the late sixties. But this was due to a curious misunderstanding. In
the first place, Chomsky was known as an American radical who
protested the war in Vietnam, thereby embodying the very expres-
sion of a critical attitude. But even more, the term "generative" in
France was understood "in the sense of that which engendered, fruit-
ful moves. Weno longer wanted static structures, and structuralism at
that point was associated with conservatism. The term 'generative,’
although purely technical, had nothing at al to do with al of that."13
For Chomsky, in contrast, generative grammar meant simply an ex-
plicit grammar modeled on the competence of native speakers and it
"simply meant the explicit enumeration by means of rules."14 Thanks
to these misunderstandings, generative grammar met the generation of
protest, which saw in Chomsky's ideas the means of reconciling his-
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tory, movement, and structure. This misperception was fruitful in
many ways, including making generativism known in France.

The Archaeology of Generativism

There was a second misunderstanding. Chomsky's criticism did not
address European structuralism. It focused on American structural-
ism, represented by Leonard Bloomfield and his "distributionist” or
Yae School, the dominant form of linguistics in the United States in
the fifties. Bloomfield drew his inspiration from behavioral psychol-
ogy, and considered that it was enough to describe the mechanism of
language, to underscore its regularities. These mechanisms were the
concern, the meaning of utterances was not. Utterances were to be
broken down into their immediate constituents and classifiedin a dis-
tributional order. American linguistics prior to Chomsky was thus
essentially descriptive, linear, and based on an assumed transparency
between speech acts and their meaning. The systems of opposition
emphasized by American structuralism made it above al possible to
avoid mentalism. This descriptive, distributional approach was largely
inspired by work done in the twenties and that sought to restore the
various Amerindian languages. Ethnolinguistics, which Boasand Sapir
had been developing on the other side of the Atlantic, removed from
Saussureanism, saw linguistics in this light. "Chomsky's rupture has
to be understood with respect to the school of American linguistics.
The split isclear but there isan undeniable foundation, which isarticu-
lation. No theory proposes to analyze sentence structure.” 1s
American structuralism, or distributionalism, also moved ahead
thanks to the work of Zellig Harris, who described its method in
1951.16 Like Bloomfield, Harris argued that meaning and distribution
corresponded to each other. He defined the principles of an approach
based on the constitution of a representative, homogeneous corpus in
order to determine the different morphemes and phonemes by means
of successivesegmentations. To get to these original structures, Harris
defined mechanical rules of calculus and eliminated all traces of sub-
jectivism and context. "Functional notions such as the subject of a
sentence, for example, were replaced by complex classes of distribu-
tion.»17 All forms of speaker intentionality were relegated to some-
where beyond the scientificfield of distributionalism. Harris therefore
pushed Bloomfield's logic to its limits, and introduced the notion of
transformation in order to reach the study of discursive structures
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using classes of equivalence. His research led him greater and greater
formalism.tf in order to make different discursive manifestations de-
rive from alimited number of elementary sentences generated by fun-
damental operators. "Everything in this model depends on the assimi-
lation of meaning to objective information and on the position of a
weak semantics.” 19

The Principles of Generativism

Initially, Chomsky adopted Harris's distributionalism and maintained
the explicit character of the approach. But, together with Morris Halle
at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, he quickly oriented his
work in a new, "generative" direction. He rejected the distributional-
ist imposition of limitsto a corpus that did not exhaust the richness of
a language. With the intention of going further than a simple descrip-
tion, he sought the more essentia level of explanation and therefore
denounced economical methods. Initially, he limited his field of study
to syntax so asto establish an independent theory and an autonomous
grammar. "The end results of this research should have been a theory
of linguistic structure in which the descriptive mechanisms used in
particular grammars were introduced and studied abstractly without
any specific reference to any particular languages."20 This grammar
would take the form of a generative mechanism that revealed possi-
bilities, rather than a corpus serving as the basis for induction.
Byitsformalism and rejection of meaning, the generative approach
upheld the structuralist legacy. "This conception of language is ex-
tremely powerful and general. If we adopt it, we consider the speaker
to be essentially a machine of the type known in mathematics as the
Markov process with a finite number of states. 21 Once the technical
hypotheses of the construction of this generative grammar were de-
scribed in 1957, Chomsky published Aspects of the Theory of Syntax
in 1965, in which he described the philosophical dimension of his ap-
proach, rooting it historically and theoretically. Seuil published the
French translation in 1971. Starting with the observation that every
child learns its mother tongue with remarkable speed, Chomsky ar-
gued that a child had the potential to learn any language. But rather
than concluding that an initial context determined language acquisi-
tion, he argued for universal laws that determine languages as well as
universals of language. Every individual therefore possesses an innate
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linguistic competence, to be distinguished from the use made of it in
individual linguistic performance in a particular language.

Chomsky's linguistic universalism was therefore the expression of
innateness, founded on a notion of human nature irrespective of cul-
tural differences. This goal of universalization was also consonant
with the general structuralist program, on the border between nature
and culture. The analysis did not begin by describing any particular
language, but started with the concept, the construction, in order to
end up with reality. "The first object of linguistic theory is an ided
speaker-listener who belongs to a completely homogeneous linguistic
community." 22

Chomsky's approach was doubly rooted. Historically, he invoked
the European linguistic tradition going back to the grammar of Port-
Royal. He used seventeenth-century Cartesian rationalism with the
theories of innateness of the period, Cartesian substantialism.P and
hoped to scientifically establish this innateness with the help of genet-
ics. In this he echoed Levi-Strauss's goa of reaching mental structures.
"Everything happens as if the speaking subject ... had assimilated
into its very thinking matter a coherent system of rules, a genetic
code."24

For Chomsky, genetics, on the threshold of technological moder-
nity, made this primary structure accessible. "By adopting the cogni-
tivist program, Chomsky and the Cambridge school adopted the fol-
lowing proposition: an idea has the structure of coded information in
a computer."25 Chomsky believed that with generative grammar lin-
guistics could claim to have attained the level of science, in the Galilean
sense of the term. He was explicitly scientistic and his model was lo-
cated in the natural sciences. Taking competence as his fundamental
structure, he turned toward "an ontology of structures."26

Isthe competence/performance distinction the equivalent of Saus-
sure's language/speech dichotomy? Francoise Gadet considered that
Chomsky essentially continued along lines drawn by Saussure: "This
is a fundamental point where his ideas are consonant with those of
Saussure. . .. Competence can be compared to Saussure's idea of lan-
guage."27 Indeed, we can easily discern astrong analogy between these
two conceptual couples underlying the positive references Chomsky
made to Jakobson even if, as of the early sixties, Saussure's conception
of language was considered to be naive. For Nicolas Ruwet, however,
underscoring the creative aspect of language in Chomsky implied that
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"Chomsky's distinction between competence and performance isradi-
cally different from Saussure's dichotomy between language and
speech."28 Whereas Saussure defined language as a simple taxonomy
of elements and limited creation to speech, Chomsky differentiated
between two types of creativity: the one changed rules and the other
was governed by rules. In the first case, performance gave the proof of
creativity, whereas in the second, linguistic competence demonstrated
creativity. For Ruwet, this notion fundamentally and radically re-
newed thinking about language: an infinity of possible sentences that
the speaking subject could understand or produce while never having
previously uttered or heard them.

Quite subtly, as Chomsky used the old notion of a dehistoricized
and decontextualized human nature, structuralism became a struc-
tural naturalism. "Every true socia science or any revolutionary the-
ory of socia change must be based on certain concepts of human
nature.-29 He reoriented toward a cognitive psychology of which lin-
guistics would be only one element, and in so doing, announced the
future paradigm of cognitivism and of neuronal man. By contrast with
behaviorism, Chornsky insisted on innateness and its genetic founda-
tions. "It was a question of considering general principles like the
properties of a biologica given making language acquisition possi-
ble."30And yet, Chomsky's field of investigation remained strictly lin-
guistic, syntactic, and the inspiration he drew from the biological sci-
ences only played an analogical and essentially methodological role
that served to establish the framework for a universal grammar.

For Ruwet, Chomsky offered a way of discovering his road to
Damascus and of leaving the sidelines to which structuralism rele-
gated him. For many other linguists, however, there was no significant
break between structuralism and generativism. Louis-Jean Cavet re-
marked: "For me, Chomsky was profoundly structuralist. He is the
heir to Saussure."31 For Calvet, Saussure's legacy lay essentially in his
work on language as a scientific object removed from the social realm
and concrete sociological or psychological situations. Nonetheless,
from a heuristic viewpoint, Calvet credited Chomsky with having fur-
thered the idea of a syntactic model. Similarly, Oswald Ducrot saw in
Chomsky a continuation of Saussure: "I never perceived Chomsky as
opposed to structuralism. | don't see why the search for aforma sys-
tem that accounts for all possible utterances would be antistructural -
ist. But it is true that, for historical reasons, he greatly threatened
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many in France who called themselves structuralists."32 Chomsky was
as much a stranger to the idea of subject as he was to context, and he
articulated his positions with respect to the continental model by
referring to Descartes. He seemed to be constructing his generative
grammar from the perspective of a European structuralist problem-
atic, and in this respect the linguistics of utterances set the two ap-
proaches back to back.

Is Chomskyan Theory Antistructuralist?

The tensions quickly ran quite high, however, between Chomsky, his
disciples, and a certain number of eminent European representatives
of structuralism, particularly Andre Martinet. Martinet had spent
about ten years in the United States, from 1946 until July 1955, and
was the editorial director of Word, one of the two important linguistic
journals with positions radically opposed to the ambient and domi-
nant Bloomfieldism. In the mid-fifties, Chomsky therefore chose to
submit his first article on syntax to Andre Martinet. "Chomsky sent
me his article at Word. | read it and immediately said, 'Impossible!’
This perspective is going to get usinto hot water. So from then on |
was deemed the great enemy of Chomskyism." 33 The polemic was im-
mediately violent. And Martinet did not at all appreciate being rele-
gated during his own lifetimeto the ranks of "antiquities" by an often
thankless new generation eager to break with the past and the disci-
pline's founding fathers. He reacted by tending to energetically reject
any elaboration of structural methods, at the risk of finding himself
isolated in his bunker. But above all he was careful to preserve the
heritage whose bearer he considered himself to be, by stalwartly re-
sisting the vogue for Chomskyism. "Chomsky represents the heights
of a priori assertion when he claims that all languages are basicaly
identical and that a deep structure therefore exists."34

Martinet was caught between a humanist tradition that saw him
as a dangerous structuralist respectful of nothing and the devel opment
of Chomskyism with its purely formal conception of language, which,
precisely in the name of humanist positions, he was reluctant to ac-
cept. For Martinet, this was a linguistics of engineers. Asthe grand
heir to phonology and the work of the Prague Circle, he

did not see himsdf goingback to school to beretrainedin meathe-
matics and informatics. He choseto leave America rather than adopt
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an unappealing direction that he also felt was misguided. Of course
he did feel a certain bitterness, especialy since he was contested by
both the extensionalists, who wanted to broaden the structural
method, and by those who wanted to formalize it.35

Claude Hagege agreed that generative grammar represented a
break with respect to other linguistic traditions, but he considered it
negatively to the extent that it radicalized a break from socia readlity
in order to generate its formal models free " of all social and historical
interference. "3s The Saussurean dichotomy between language and
speech was also antisociological, but Saussure had been influenced by
Durkheim; we can see his dichotomy between language and speech as
alinguistic reiteration of Durkheim's distinction between systems de-
fined by their social relationships and those produced by individual
creativity. Chomsky, on the other hand, "totally betrayed this socio-
logical tradition, which had a long history in both France and Ger-
many."3?

Indeed, Chomsky broke with all tradition, particularly that of the
comparatists, and could persuade neither Andre-Georges Haudricourt,
for whom generativism had essentially negative effects, nor Tzvetan
Todorov, who remained strictly loyal to jakobson and Benveniste.

The first structuralists were immersed in the plurality of languages,

and could cite examples from Sanskrit, Chinese, Persian, German, or

Russian. Chornsky, on the other hand, was the total and complete

negation of al that because he always worked in and on English, his

native language. Even if he was a good specialist in what he did, his

influence was disastrous because it led to an altogether striking ster-

ilization of linguistics.P

But Chomsky theorized this limitation to a native language and
turned it into a methodological necessity: only a native speaker could
recognize the grammaticality of a sentence from the language in ques-
tion. Moreover, Chomsky's concern with syntax was perceived at once
asasign of progress, asif anew and long ignored field of analysis was
being opened up, but also as a closure, because al other possible
approaches-phonetics or semantics, for example-were eliminated.

Because of his notion of innateness and the distinction between
surface and deep structure, Chomsky was considered by some to rep-
resent a regression. His approach did imply a return, which he made
explicit, to the logic of Port-Royal according to which thought shapes
itself independently from language, which servesonly to communicate
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it. In other words, he took an essentially instrumental view of lan-
guage that structuralism, since Saussure, had rightly contested. "It is
clear to me that the notion that a thinking human nature or human
essenceexists, apriori, was an ideology that structuralism condemned,
and vigorously rejected."39 In fact, the theoretical foundation that
Chomsky laid with his notion of deep structure and human nature
took its distance from structuralism in general, and, for example, from
the fundamental principle expressed by Benveniste that “the linguist
believesthat no thought can exist without language. "40

Chomskyism: Structuralism's Second Wind?

Despite the structuralists and functionalists' biases against Chom-
sky's generative grammar, it undeniably gave a second wind to linguis-
tics in France at the end of the sixties. It made its way thanks to the
notion of transformation. In fact, generativism was initially known as
transformational grammar.

Jean Dubois was an important promulgator of this model for the
French. Asearly as 1965 he had applied certain aspects of Harris's dis-
tributionalism.” A French grammarian schooled in the thinking of the
classical humanities about dead languages, Dubois turned his sights
toward the models being used across the Atlantic. "Bloomfield was
my preferred reading. The Americans were also working on languages
they did not speak, on Amerindian languages."42 Dubois's interest
was also evident in hiswork in neurology. For many years, he worked
with Dr. Henry Hecaen in a hospital laboratory in Montreal, and later
in France. Dubois championed a syncretic position amalgamating the
methods of functional structuralism, distributionalism, and genera-
tivism. "Because | was involved in making a contemporary French
dictionary, | came to use a method that was half structural and half
transformational."43 Dubois's theories translated his institutional
situation. He was at a point of confluence between different currents,
a professor at Nanterre, the director of the review Langages, aswell as
acollection of the same name at Larousse, not to mention his activism
among the PCF linguists at the CERM.

Dubois's interest in generativism led to a definitive rupture with
Martinet, who could not stand the increasingly numerous references
to Chomsky, which he interpreted as being part of an effort to
challenge him. Dubois dates their disagreement to experiences with
Larousse:
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Martinet had arranged to create his review and his collection at
Larousse. Then,cdumdly, because heisa veryhonest man, he under-
took parallel negatiations with PUF without saying anythingabout
it. Larousse did not gppreciate this, particularly snce Martinet pre-
ferred PUF because itsnameincluded theword 'university.' Martinet
was extremely unhappy that the project was taking shape without
himat Larousse. Infact, | wasinthesituationof launching Langages
in 1966 without ever consdering that | was on the sameleve as
Martinet.f'

This vogue for Chomskyism was appealing because it offered the
possibility of making structure into something dynamic, and reconcil-
ing genesis and structure, even if these were not Chomsky's intentions.
The entire generation of linguists, including Julia Kristeva, reacted in
this way: "I read Chomsky with great interest because his model was
more dynamic than the phonological model. | felt that this could cor-
respond to the vision of meaning in progress that | was beginning to
envisage."4s In order to underscore this dynamization, Kristeva turned
to biology and the oppositions between genotype and phenotype,
which she imported into linguistics as a mode of articulation between
genotext and phenotext. With this distinction she could explain that
the text isin fact a phenotype organized according to certain quasi-
instinctual processes determined by a genotype. The field of interpre-
tation was aso opened up to psychoanalysis. Kristeva was interested
in Chomskyism, but she did not really adopt its ideas. She rejected
postulates of innateness and the always already there-nessof linguistic
notions, which seemed to her to be secondary with respect to a certain
phenomenology and to Freudian thinking: "I was quite disappointed
by our conversations because of his disdain for everything involving
stylistics and poetics. So far as he was concerned, these phenomena
were little more than decorations."46

Cognitivism's First Steps

Another aspect of generativism perceived as a sign of clear progress
was its ability to formalize and test its hypotheses by verifying their
validity, even if, with the development of expert informatics systems,
things have gone even further in terms of formalization. Historically,
Chomsky was an important moment. "This was the first time that
we had been able to define the structure of a linguistic theory or been
able to evaluate the different possible explanations that it offered. -4z
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By pushing linguistics toward ever greater formalization, however,
Chomskyism ended up by cutting it off from other social sciences,
whereas, in contrast, the first effect, in the sixties, had been to breathe
a new dynamism into linguistics, considered the pilot science among
other social sciences. Generative grammar did infuse linguistics with
its exigency for rigor and concern for explanation, along with a cer-
tain continuity of Saussurean thinking about language and its opera-
tions. But we might wonder whether generativists did not dig their
own graves when such respected linguists as Francoise Gadet admit
that generative grammar today "has become entirely unreadable."48

Nonetheless, generativism led to a scientific paradigm. In doing
so, it renewed with the first thrust of structuralism and its hope of
going beyond the naturelculture split to take the natural sciencesas a
model, with the cognitive paradigm. joelle Proust discovered Chom-
skyism in the mid-sixties, but it was only in the seventies, at Berkeley,
where she was immersed in the great flowering of the cognitive sci-
ences, that she embarked on a new path. "At that point, | realized
that many of the things | had learned had to be unlearned and re-
assimilated differently."49 Shetherefore adopted Chomskyism because
of its search for the logical, computational, organic structure under-
lying the observable diversity of cultures. She embraced Chomsky's
notion of human nature, which had been his first important theoreti-
cal reference and which Louis Althusser had qualified as an ideologi-
cal notion. "Today, we have to admit that, scientifically speaking,
there are universal bases to cognition; some things are shared by all
members of our species and can, in principle, be duplicated by a ma-
chine. There isno reason to think that reason ends with man."so This
working hypothesis presupposed that man's reason may not be spe-
cificto the organic matter that constitutes us, that a system of memory
thinks because it calculates in symbols. After that, the only things that
count are the relational, formal properties of calculus, while the or-
ganic aspect can vary just as different computers can use the same pro-
gram. "That was the reason that we said that there might be aform of
functional equivalence between men and machines." 51

Chomsky's thinking was aso used in anthropology, particularly
thanks to Dan Sperber's double allegiance to Levi-Strauss and then
Chomsky. This also ensured Chomsky's momentary success. Sperber
sought to synthesize the two by examining the Levi-Straussian para-
digm via Chomsky's theses. In 1968, he wrote the article on struc-
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turalism in anthropology in the collective work directed by Francois
Wahl at Seuil, What |s Sruauralismi-? Having dealt with the two
preferred realms of structural analysis-kinship systems and mythol-
ogy-Sperber addressed the structuralist theory in the same way that
Chomsky did when he argued against the inductive and descriptive
orientation of structural linguistics. He began with the principle that,
contrary to what Levi-Strauss says, structuralism does not claim to be
a scientific method so much as a theory, which should be tested as
such, as Popper suggests. "After Chomsky had demonstrated that
structuralism was a particular theory in linguistics-which, moreover,
he considered to be fal se-and not a scientific method, we are justified
in asking whether we are not dealing with atheory in anthropology as
well-true or false."53

Sperber began with this Chomskyian problematization to insist
on the internal tension within a Levi-Straussian discourse between his
scientific aspiration to reach mental structures and the ability to de-
scribe the semantic dimension of myths. Sperber credited L evi-Strauss
with having entirely removed the study of myths from the conditions
of their communication and with having envisaged them as codes. But
if he lauded Levi-Strauss for this, he aso criticized him for not having
totally left the anthropological tradition but having stopped midway
because he needed to construct the theory of the system. He criticized
structuralism for continuing to regard myths as depending on a sys-
tem of symbols. Of course, Levi-Strauss did break with empiricism
when he evoked the internal constraints of the human mind, but, ac-
cording to Sperber, he did not go so far as to construct a scientific
method articulating the two levelsof a work-levels that Levi-Strauss
had discerned in his approach to myths, as, on the one hand, a lan-
guage engendered by a grammar and, on the other hand, transforma-
tional products of other myths. Here Sperber reintroduced Chomsky's
distinction between the structure of the mythic mind as competence
and its exercise as performance. "l therefore saw that the transforma-
tion of myths among themselves did not define a grammar, contrary to
what Levi-Strauss seemed to think."54 Levi-Strauss could only redize
his revolution by moving toward cognitivism rather than in the direc-
tion of his semiological aspirations. "Claude Levi-Strausss work
brings anthropology back to the study of its initial object: human
nature."55

The key to constructing a true anthropological science was there-
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fore to be found in the orientation of the human mind. For Sperber,
Chomsky offered the tools for a second conversion following the one
that had already taken him from Balandier to Levi-Strauss.

Generative grammar was a true scientific revolution proving the
structuralist model inadequate and far too simple. But generative
grammar in no way aspiresto spread to other disciplines. Structural
linguistics, paradoxically, aspired to establish a broader discipline,
whereasitsmodel did not evenwork initsinitial fieldof language. Its
claimto work for the rest of the universewas altogether doubtful.ss

Chomsky's scientific exigency was, for Sperber, the possible and neces-
sary dissociation of ethnography as an interpretation of specifics de-
pendent on a literary genre, and anthropology as a possible science of
the general. Seen in this light, Levi-Strauss did not break radically
enough with the anthropological tradition because he continued to try
to house the two realms within a single discipline.

After the high point of the structuralist paradigm in 1966, the
introduction of Chomsky's work in France in 1967-68 appeared curi-
ously as both a second wind and a crisis for structuralism. It drasti-
cally changed the configuration of semiology, and a rupture took place
relegating Lacan's 1964 lecture on Chomsky, in which he criticized his
theoretical postulates, to the past. He then reiterated the criticism he
had raised as early as 1959 against Jakobson, and reproached Chom-
sky for having enclosed the subject in a grammatical structure by for-
getting that it was not a coherent entity, but a split being. In contrast
to the grammatical model, Lacan proposed his formal theory of the
signifier.v

If, in 1964, the structuralist model still presented itself as a possible
unification of al the various fields of research on communication, in
1967-68, with Chomskyism, a decisive fault line appeared within the
very heart of what had till then been seen as a pilot science: linguistics.
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Derrida or Ultrastructuralism

What Americans call poststructuralism existed even before the struc-
tural paradigm waned. In fact, it was contemporary with its triumph.
In 1967, two books came out by the same author, both questioning
structuralism from a philosophical perspective. jacques Derrida's Of
Grammatologyt and Writing and Difference,? collections of articles
he had been writing since 1963, like the one on Jean Rousset, contin-
ued to target the problem of the spatiotemporal split that he perceived
in the works of classical philosophy.

Derridawas born on July 15, 1930, in El-Biar, Algeria, in aJewish
milieu, although he was never completely immersed in a truly Jewish
culture. "Unfortunately, 1 do not speak Hebrew. My childhood in
Algierswas too colonized and too uprooted.”3 And yet he always felt,
and cultivated, a certain foreignness with respect to the Western tradi-
tion. His exteriority was not, however, based on an Other, on another
place, but on alack, a place that was nowhere and that he had left at
age nineteen, an outside space that dimmed any glimmer of a founda-
tion. "The gesture that seeks to find draws itself away from itself. We
should be able to formalize the law of this insurmountable separation.
It isa game | aways play. Identification is a difference from oneself,
a difference with oneself. Therefore, with, without, and except one-
self.?" Derrida relived in writing his personal experience of loss of
time and memory and that which remains as ashes after death. "It's
the experience of forgetting, but the forgetting of forgetting, the for-
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getting of which nothing remains.|" This personal itinerary led Der-
rida, like many of the philosophers of his generation, to Heiddegger.
And the principle of deconstruction fueling his entire undertaking was
nothing more than the dlightly displaced translation of Heidegger's
term, Destruktion.

Derrida, Phenomenologist

Before becoming the deconstructor of critical thinking as represented
by structuralism, Derrida had been interested in phenomenology. His
first published work was an introduction to Husserl's Origin of
Geometrys Phenomenology was in vogue at the time and practically
dominated philosophy in France; Sartre and Merleau