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’ THE MAKING OF AN ANTHROPOLOGIST 59

customs and institutions. It allows me to reconcile my character with
my life.

This being so. it may seem strange that for so long I should have re-
mained deaf to the message which, even during my lost years at school.
was being transmitted to me through the works of the leadine French
sociologists. As it happened. the revelation did not occur until 19334,
‘ when by chance I came across Robert H. Lowie’s Primitive Society,

which was by no means a recent work. The point was that instead of
presenting me with ideas taken from books and immediately changed
into philosophical concepts, it described the writer’s actual experience
of native societies, and presented the significance of that experience
through his involvement. My mind was able to escape from the claustro-
phobic, Turkish-bath atmosphere in which it was being imprisoned by
the practice of philosophical reflection. Once it had got out into the
Ty open air, it felt refreshed and renewed. Like a citv-dweller transported
¥ to the mountains, I became drunk with space, while my dazzled eyes
measured the wealth and variety of the objects surrounding me.

So started that long and intimate acquaintance with Anglo-American
anthropology — carried on first, at a distance, through the medium of
books, and later maintained bv personal contact — which was to give
rise to serious misunderstandings. In Brazil, to begin with, where the
university professors expected me to join in teaching the kind of
Durkheimian sociology towards which they themselves inclined, both
because of the positivist tradition which is still very much alive in
South America, and because of their desire to provide a philosophical
basis for that moderate liberalism, which is the usual ideological weapon
used by oligarchies to combat personal power. I arrived in a state of
open revolt against Durkheim and against any attempt to use sociologv
for metaphysical purposes. At a time when I was doing my best to
widen my horizons, I was hardly in a mood to rebuild the prison walls.
Since then I have often been criticized for showing too slavish an

&
Tristes Tropiques, Claude Levi-Strauss

out of date for so long. or from what is now called logical positivism.
Since thev were Europeans by birth and had been trained in Europe or
bv European professors, thev represent something quite different: a
synthesis reflecting, on the level of knowledge, that other synthesis
which Columbus had made objectively possible four centuries earlier:
the svnthesis of a strong scientific method with the unique experimental
field offered by the New World at a time when American anthropologists
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