


Material culture in Structuralism: a case study

The theory, structuralism, provides ways of studying human cognitions and communication. By looking at communication, Structuralists are able to see that communication can be either, stable and shared, or changeable and ambiguous (Layton, R. 2006. pp 29). Structuralism started as linguistic structuralism, which was an idea thought up by Ferdinand de Saussure in 1915, but this idea was later developed into anthropology by Claude Lévi-Strauss in his theory Structural Anthropology. 

The concept of structuralism was first written by Saussure in France, written in his book ‘Course in General Linguistics’, which was later translated into English by Charles Bailey and Albert Sechehaye in 1959. The concept of structuralism was later adapted into theory within anthropology by Claude Lévi-Strauss. By looking at Structural Anthropology, we can use it on living and working spaces such as the Berber and the Marakwet people. 

Structuralism

Structuralism can be used in anthropology to look at the structures of a society by referring to the material objects. Space is a great way to use structuralism as a way to understand more about the society through the way people live, work and behave within the spaces they use. Two examples, that will be further discussed within this essay, are the Berber House, researched by Bourdieu, and the Endo Compound, Researched by Moore. Both spaces present a better understanding about the way in which societies live by focusing on the structure of the space used by the specific society mentioned. 

Robert Layton explains that Levi-Strauss looks at actions and objects within a society and refers to the object as if it was language. By doing this method, Anthropologists can get a better understanding on the symbolism and the social relationships that can be seen in the action performed (Layton, R. 2006. pp 35). Space can reflect the social relationships and the symbolisms within a society.

In Henrietta Moore’s book, Space, text and gender, there is a quotation taken from Leach, who explains that objects such as clothing, food, music, physical gestures, etc are all ‘analogous to the sounds and words and sentences of a natural language (Moore, H. 1986. pp 1). This quote is a reference to how Levi-Strauss observes language and objects to better understand a culture or society. Moore further explains how the structural approach is particularly valuable for the study of space, because a series of Homologies are established between the spatial, symbolic and social orders (Moore, H. 1986. pp1-2). Moore then states that Homologies are partially the product of structural analysis, where the material and the mental are joined together in the notion of boundary, constituted through the ways in which humans perceive, build and classify their social and natural worlds (Moore, H. 1986. pp 2). Therefore, Moore is trying to say that we can see evidence of structure within the context of space. 

Berber House

The Berber House is presented as an example of the way that Structuralism can be seen in Space. The Berber House, written and researched by Bourdieu, highlights the Berber household as being very gender specific and structured around the role of men and women. Linguistic studies is used by Bourdieu to determine the origin and cultural implications of some of the words that are used within the society to describe the rooms and features within the dwelling (Benham, M. 2011. Pp 1). However, a criticism made by Benham suggests that Berber houses reflect the occupants not the Society (Benham, M. 2011. Pp 2). Despite Benham’s criticism, Bourdieu reflects on the language used in the houses, this language is largely used amongst Berber society. Therefore, the Berber house reflects more on the structure of the society than Benham thinks.

Bourdieu presents the Berber House as an example on which placement of the living or working space is organised by oppositions, oppositions such as, High and Low parts, Pillars and Beams; the placement of the rifle and of the loom; day use and night use; goings and staying’s; dry and wet (Lipstadt, H. 2003. pp 13). All these aspects are referred to depend on which part of the house they are in. The house is divided into the male area or the female area. The Woman’s area is the lighter part of the house as the woman is expected to cook, clean, host guests and weaving, all work that is expected to be done in the house and needing light. The man is expected to go work. It is the cultural expectation that the man does not belong in the house. For men going home seems as, a reward, a goal. They only way to come home is to earn money. Also as a Structure of the space within the Berber village, the men outside talk the outside language further distancing themselves from home (Loeckx, A. 1998. pp 90). A quote taken from the book ‘The Berber House and the World Reversed’, sees that the layout of the house is dependent on the geographical and social space of the area. The quote also suggest that this organisation is a symbolic system. For example, the location of where the sun rises impacts where the house is facing which is a constraint imposed by social structures (Lipstadt, H. 2003. pp 14).

Thus, a Berber House is structured based on what the house is used for, and the area of the house is decided based on the environment around them. The light and Dark parts of the house serve as different functions creating an impact on the structure of all Berber Houses. This structure is unique to the Berber house as it is their cultural belief that visitors should remain in the light area and the sleeping in the dark. This structure is enforced widely throughout the Berber people. This idea shows that Benham was wrong with his judgement as this idea is reflected in other Berber houses. 

The Endo Compound 

Henrietta Moore looks at the Marakwet in her book, Space, text and Gender. Within her book she talks about the structure of the household. Moore refers to an ‘architectonic’ space within the Household, clan and village (Moore, H. 1986, pp 73). Moore states that the Organisation of Space can be seen as representing social relationships through ideological structures (Moore, H. 1986, pp 74). Moore explains that the house is built in a structured way as every part of the house has its own specific area. Moore explains that the house is built in a structured way as every part of the compound has its own specific area (Moore, H. 1986. pp 48). She goes on to write that in the Endo Compound the bed must always be behind the door. This is because it is seen as the most private space within the house (Moore, H, 1986. pp 48). Moore goes on to explain more about positioning of the house. She ends the point by saying that relative positions are still maintained even when certain figures are missing or displaced (Moore, H. 1986. pp 48). The point Moore makes shows how structure is embedded into the Marakwet that even with certain objects and materials missing, the structure of the house remains as if they were.

Moore talks about the structure of the domestic use of the Endo compound that is also embedded in the language used. She observes that in the past, the Compound would have two houses. One house would have been for the man and the other house for the woman (Moore, H. 1986. pp 48). However in the present context, the idea remains but Endo families prefer to express the division as one house for cooking and the other eating (Moore, H. 1986. pp 49). The Marakwet still refer to the houses as Male and Female Houses, the male house being for sleep and the female being for cooking and domestic work (Moore, H. 1986. pp 49). Around the age of eighteen, a young man may ask his father to help him build a house and the decision to where the house is build is dependants on a number of factors: the availability of lineage of the land and the position of the son in the sibling order (Moore, H. 1986. pp 92). The pressure of the house to be built increases once the woman of the household is pregnant (Moore, H. 1986. pp 92). This shows that through the creation of the space we can see the relationship between father and son. This is because a father is expected to help his son build his house upon the age of 18. The pressure that the society creates for this act is also present as the house construction is expected to be started at a certain age and must be finished before the wife of the son is pregnant (Moore, H. 1986. pp 92).

Therefore, Moore’s observations of the Endo Compound shows how structure is a communication of traditions, observed in the building of houses and lineage and how the houses are used, and of the layout of buildings reflect how all houses in the Endo Compounds should be. Moore’s research clearly shows how people prove that structuralism can be seen in living and working space.

Conclusion 

Structuralism is a theory to which we can look at space in which is or has been inhabited to look at how people lived within the society and tells us a lot about the individual within the society to make generalisation on the society. By looking at the Berber house and the Endo Compound, we can see that structure is seen in any society. The structure of the space is different for every society making it unique to that society and culture. The way these spaces are structured is often impacted by environment, beliefs and the function of that space. 

Moore and Bourdieu’s research and observations have shown that, by looking at language of the houses, structure can be seen within language and then reflects upon action through the same method. Both houses shows that the space being used is gendered. This gendered use of the house and the actions are proof of a structure and the role of men and women also reflect that structure. Structuralism is about looking at the structure of human social relationships and cultures. By looking at the language used and how they are used, both in a gendered and non-gendered context, we can see that the relationship between men and women can often be a proof a structure within the house and also the society that house belongs too. An example is the Berber house, where the house is structured depending on the function of the house and role of men and women. Women are expected to work in the lighter area’s therefore the environment impacts what part of the house is lighter and that are is used for domestic work and guests which is seen as a female role. A reflection of this can be seen in the drawing done by Noël Naert (Loeckx, A. 1998. pp 88).

Thus, seeing the examples made, Structuralism is a vital part of looking at language and actions to see how a society and culture use space and what their belief systems are. Often structure within a space can also tell you about the wider society, the rules and the hierarchy of the culture can be seen within the structure of the space. Therefore, observing how a space structured depending on function shows how the society relate to the environment and the beliefs and relationships that the society has. Structuralism is a way to study human cognitions and communication. By putting this theory into action, Moore and Bourdieu show that structuralism is a great way to understand a society.
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