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Reviewed b y  Eddie ~ u l l a r d ,  

The f a s c i n a t i o n  t h a t  myths hold  f o r  t h e i r  b e l i e v e r s  can ha rd ly  surpass  
the  i n t e r e s t  t h a t  t he  s tudy o f  myth holds  f o r  s cho la r s .  From anc ien t  t imes  
till t h e  present ,  ques t ions  concerning what ~ y t h  i s  and what it does have 
puzzled many t h i n k e r s ,  The ancienct  Greek E u h e ~ s r i s  expla ined  myths a s  
d isguised  h i s t o r y .  The n i ~ e t e e n t h  century  saw t h e  s o l a r  mythologists  
expla in ing  myths a s  metaphoric desc r ip t ions  o f  n a t u r a l  phenomena, while 
Tylor and Frazer  theo r i zed  t h a t  myths were t h e  express ions  o f  t he  pre- 
s c i e n t i f i c  thought of savages. I n  t h i s  century  Jung argues t h a t  archetypes 
wi th in  t h e  human psyche givz r i s e  t o  myths, Today we a r e  i n  the  midst  
of a  new a s s z u l t  on the  s u b j e c t ,  l e d  by t h e  s t r u c t u r a l i s t  Claude Levi-Strauss.  

I n  Fron Honey t o  Ashes Levi-Strauss s t u d i e s  myth from t h e  perspec t ive  - -- -- -- 
of s t r u c t u r e ,  wnich i s  an approach pioneered by him, Such a  s tudy  begins 
wi th  t h e  theory  t h a t  a l l  hunan thought can be reduced t o  a  fundamental 
p a t t e r n  of oppos i t ion  and mediation. That is,  every  p ropos i t ion  has  i t s  
oppos i te ,  and sometimes a  t h i r d  p ropos i t ion  can be formulated t h a t  i nco rpora t e s  
the  opposing two i n  such a  way t h a t  t h e y  a r e  r econc i l ed .  Among a l l  men, 
c i v i l i z e d  o r  p r imi t ive ,  t h i s  same p z t t e r n  opera tes .  There i s  no d i f f e rence  
between the  thought q u a l i t y  of  p r imi t ive  men and c i ~ ~ ! - l i z e d  men, bu t  t h e r e  
a r e  d i f f e r e n t  veh ic l e s .  In s t ead  of  using a b s t r a c t  propos i t ions ,  p r imi t ive  
men p r a c t i c e  a "sc ience  of t h e  concreteu i n  which phys ica l  o b j e c t s  serve 
a s  p ropos i t ions .  An a b s t r a c t  oppos i t ion  such a s  l i f e  and death,may be 
symbol5zed a s  t h e  r a i s i n g  o f  crops a s  opposed t o  t h e  hunting o f  animals, 
r e spec t ive ly .  Then t h e  i d e a  o f  food, which i s  l i f e  t o  t h e  e a t e r  but  death 
t o  the  ea ten ,  may serve a s  a  mediator.  Out of groups o f  opposing  pair^ 
and mediating o b j e c t s ,  i d e a s  a r e  l i nked  toge the r  i n t o  mythical n a r r a t i v e s ,  
Furtherxore; t h e  l inkage  i s  not  random and purposeless .  I n  a  case where 
t h e  i d a a  5s  he ld  t h a t  mcn o r i g i n a l l y  were born out  o f  t h e  e a r t h ,  and ye t  
a t  the  sax3 time i t  i s  perceived thz- t  rneq a r e  born  from women, the contra-  
d i c t i o n  ol" b e l i e f  by  ps rcep t ion  i s  solved i n  myth. Such a  s o l u t i o n  occurs  
on a . h i g h z r  l i n g u i s t i c  l e v e l  t han  the  simple words of t h e  myth. Much o f  
what i s  found i n  myths i n  f z c t  seems absurd. However, on the  l e v e l  o f  
r e l a t i o n s h i p s  between ideas ,  a  p a t t e r n  emerges t h a t  s e r v e s a s  a  subconscious 
t o o l  f o r  overcoming t h e  con t rad ic t ion .  The t r u e  meaning of  myths l i e s  i n  
a  s t r u c t u r e  of r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  2nd it i s  t h i s  s t r u c t u r e  and i t s  ope ra t ion  
a s  a  mental t o o l  t h a t  concerns Levi-Strauss.  

Such a  swzeping theo ry  demands evidence t h a t  ij convincing both i n  q u a l i t y  
and quan t i ty .  Levi-Strauss i s  a t t c n p t i n g  t o  provide t h i s  ev idmce  i n  h i s  
four-volums In t roduc t ion  t o  a Science of  E'lythology, of  which From Honey - -  -- - -- 
t o  Ashes i s  h i s  second v o l u ~ e .  I n  Che ~oreword^^6e s t a t e s  t h a t  t h i s  book -- 
does not  conta in  a  t h e o r e t i c a l  zrgmlent i n  favor  of h i s  s t r u c t u r a l  method. 
Rather,  t h e  book i s  an at tempt t o  demonstrate t h e  workab i l i t y  o f  t h a t  method 



by studying a group of  myths, showing how t h e y  r e l a t e  s t r u c t u r a l l y ,  and 
r evea l ing  a c o n s i s t e n t  p a t t e r n  of  meaning t h a t  runs  through t h e  mythical  
ma te r i a l .  

The e n t i r e  book i s  a s tudy  of a myth-system based on one fundamental 
oppos i t ion  and found among the  myths of  South American Indians .  In The - 
Raw and the  Cooked ( t h e  f i r s t  volume of the  s e r i e s ) ,  Levi-Strauss f i n d s  ----- 
a complex system assoc ia t ed  with uncooked a s  a g a i n s t  cooked items. The 
q u a l i t i e s  of being raw and cooked correspond t o  a b s t r a c t  i d e a s  of  na tu re  
and c u l t u r e ,  s ince  only  t h e  man wi th  the  technology and s o c i a l  s tandards  
of c u l t u r e  w i l l  cook. I n  From Honey t o  Ashes, Levi-Strauss spreads - -- - _1_1 

beyond t h e  raw-cooked oppos i t ion  i n t o  a r e l a t e d ,  though broader ,  opposi t ion.  
This i s  the  oppos i t ion  between honey and tobacco, two substances of  g r e a t  
s ign i f i cance  i n  t h e  l i v e s  of the  Indians  a s  w e l l  a s  i n  t h e i r  myths. Honey 
incorpora tes  such q u a l i t i e s  a s  wetness  and sweetness,  tobacco such q u a l i t i e s  
a s  dryness and pungency. Beyond these  obvious q u a l i t i e s ,  i t  seems t h a t  i n  
South America honey i s  ~ o t  always sweet, bu t  i n  f a c t  d i f f e r e n t  spec ie s  of 
i n s e c t s  produce honey wi th  q u a l i t i e s  t h a t  inc lude  sweet, b i t t e r ,  and 
i n t o x i c a t i n g .  Tobacco too c a r r i e s  a complex v z r i e t y  of q u a l i t i e s .  We 
f i n d  these  substances with t h e i r  d iverse  and o f t e n  overlapping q u a l i t i e s  
a t  work a s  sy'mbols i n  a system of r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  ~ q h e d n  l i e s  t h e  t r u e  
s ign i f i cance  of honey and tobacco myths. 

F O ~  t h e  ~ n d i a n s  honey i s  a scarce ,  hard-to-gather substance.  This  f a c t  
as ide ,  t h e  b e l i e f  e x i s t s  t h a t  i n  t h e  p a s t  t h e r ?  was an abundance of  honey, 
and f o r  t h a t  m ~ k t e r  o f  a l l  t h ings ;  but  &e t o  humm e r r o r  t h e  o r d e r  of t h e  
world was C'L.~:~,:~,: and m a t e r i a l  goods became sca rce .  Honey possesses t h e  
q u a l i t y  of seduct iveness,  and i n  t h i s  way honey was in s t rumen ta l  i n  des t rof lng  
the  golden age. A complex of  myths dea l s  wi th  a g i r l  who craves honey, and 
i n  h e r  greed she v i o l a t e s  s o c i a l  valuas by f a i l i n g  t o  de fe r  consumption. 
A s  a r e s u l t  she i s  changed i n t o  an animal,  and thus  r e v e r t s  back t o  na ture .  
A n ~ t h e r  complex o f  myths dea l s  with honey being given i n  p l e n t i t u d e  by 
supe rna tu ra l  beings and then l o s t  through a careless  human act .  Game is 
l o s t  a s  w e l l .  F i n a l l y  t h e  myths t e l l  o f  c u l t u r e  i t s e l f  being l o s t ,  a 
s i t u a t i o n  i n  which men cannot d i s t i n g u i s h  between food and excrement. 
This  course of r e v e r t i n g  from cv'ture back i n t o  a s t a t e  of  na ture  i s  
p a r t i a l l y  reversed  by tobacco. The e f f e c t s  of  tobacco a r e  s i m i l a r  t o  
t h e  e f f e c t s  of honey, bu t  tobacco t h a t  i s  burnt  i s  tobacco t h a t  i s  cooked, 
and t o  excess.  Cul ture  i s  r e s to red  s ince  cooking i s  a c u l t u r a l  a c t .  
Tobacco myths concern man's a b i l i t y  t o  inf luence  and communicate wi th  t h e  
s p i r i t  world, and b y ' p r o p e r l y  dea l ing  with t h e  superna tura l ,  man i s  a b l e  
t o  acqui re  t h e  m a t e r i a l s  he nezds f o r  su rv iva l .  The e f f e c t s  of t he  tobacco 
myths, then ,  i s  t o  p a r t i a l l y  r e d r e s s ' t h e  balance t h a t  i s  l o s t  i n  t h e  honey 
myths, 

Ultimate1 y Levi-Strauss demonstrates an i n t e r r e l a t i o n  of t h e  myths with t h e  
s o c i a l  s tandards  of  Ind ian  l i f e ,  with environmental c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  an'd with 
k inship  p a t t e r n s .  Thus . - From Honey ____ t o  _._ __- Ashes c o n s t i t u t e s  a twoLlevelled e t f for t  
a t  i n t e g r a t i o n .  On one l e v e l  t h e r e  i s  the l i n k i n g  o f - - the  elements  o f  d iverse  
myths, here  mainly under the  na ture-cul ture '  oppos i t ion .  Determining which 
myths a r e  r e l evan t  t o  t h e  s tudy i s  2 p a t t e r  of f i n d i n g  which myths con t r ibu te  



t o  a mediation o f  t h e  oppos i t ion .  With t h i s  s t r u c t u r a l  method a meaning 
appears among myths t h a t  seem d i spa ra t e  t o  o the r  methods. On t h e  second 
l e v e l  t he re  i s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of  l i n k i n g  t h e  p k t t e r n  of  i d e a s  found i n  
t h e  myths wi th  t h e  s o c i a l  l i f e  of t he  Indians .  The o r a l  f o l k l o r e  can 
thus  be c o r r e l a t e d  with t h e  values,  customs, and i d e a t i o n a l  p a t t e r n s  tha t  
l i e  e x t e r n a l  t o  t h e  n a r r a t i v e s .  Perhaps we-might add a  t h i r d  l e v e l ,  
which i s  germane t o  t h e  e n t i r e  f a b r i c  of Levi -St rauss ' s  theory:  The 
thought of  these  Indians  i s  complex and in t eg ra t ed ,  us ing  concrete  o b j e c t s  - 
i n s t e a d  of  a b s t r a c t  symbols but  handling these  concre te  o b j e c t s  i n  a 
r igorous  f a s h i o n  nonethe less ,  . a 

From Honey t o  Ashes i s  a  d i f f i c u l t  book. To s a y  t h a t  it fal ls  i n  the ----- 
midst of Lev i -S t r auss f s  works i s  an a p t  desc r ip t ion ,  s ince  t h e  book- 
presupposes t h a t  t h e  r e a d e r  i s  f a m i l i a r  with the  s tudy  conducted i n  The 
Raw and t h e  Cooked, aware of  t h e  p r i n c i p l e s  used i n  t h e  s t r u c t u r a l  s tudy  - --. 
of myth, and acquainted with t h e  na ture  of  s t r u c t u r a l s i m  i n  gene ra l .  
Trying t o  understand the*  summary o f  The Raw and t h e  Cooked presented  i n  - - -  
t h i s  volume, without t h e  b e n e f i t  of  having read t h e  e a r l i e r  book, i s  s e l f -  
punishment. Even some o f  t h e  terminology used i n  From Honey t o  Ashes i s  ---- 
explained on ly  i n  The Raw and the  Cooked. I n  i t s  own r i g h t  From Honey ---- -- 
t o  Ashes i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  fo l low -- wel l  wr i t t en ,  yes; but t h e  goals  and -- 
t h e  thread  of t h e  argument a r e  o f t e n  l o s t  i n  t h e  volume of  d e t a i l e d  a n a l y s i s  
of myths t h a t  he p resen t s .  There i s  a. whole l i t e r a t u r e  o f  c r i t i c i s m  
aimed a t  Levi -St raussfs  methods. Some c a l l  h i s  work a  l i t e r a r y  r a t h e r  than 
a s c i e n t i f i c  e f f o r t ,  and o f t e n  h i s  a s soc ia t ions  appear a r b i t r a r y .  I n  
e f f e c t  he says  "whatever i s ,  i s  r i g h t , "  s ince  he p u l l s  whatever meaning 
ou t  of  a  mythical  element t h a t  he needs t o  complete h i s  p a t t e r n .  I n  t h e  
same vein he says  "whatever I say  i s  r i g h t , "  s i n c e  he has  determined t h e  
master p l an  whicki the myths a r e  manipulated t o  confirm. Meanwhile t h e  
reader  simply follows along and accepts .  Of course the  i n t e n t  of this 
volume i s  t o  provide evidence f o r  a  ,wider argument, .and no t  t o  be s e l f -  
support ing i n  terms o f  method and theory .  As such, t h e  novice should 
avoid  i t  un les s  he i s  a l r e a d y  acquainted with S t r u c t u r a l  Anthropology, 
The Savage Mind, and The Raw and t h e  Cooked. The i n i t i a t e d  mag use --- I _ - - - -  

From Honey t o  Ashes t o  continue t h e i r  research  i n t o  t h i s  ongoing and 
U P  

much-debated theory.  So f a r  a s  index and b ib l iography go, t h e  volume 
i s  exce l l en t .  ' - 


