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Two approaches to the humanities:
Claude Lévi-Strauss and Germaine Tillion

Tzvetan Todorov

Abstract: This article compares two different approaches to the humanities in general
and 1o anthropology in particular, represented by two renowned French scholars,
Clande Lévi-Strauss {1908-2009) and Germaine Tillion (1907 -2008). While Lévi-
Strauss emphasized the importance of an objective stance in the humanities and wanted
1o eliminate all subjectivity, Tillion desired to reserve an exclusive role for subjectivity,
preferring human individuals to abstractions. The article suggests looking for the
reason for these opposite pasitions within the disparate experiences the two scholars
had during World War I1: an American university life for Lévi-Strauss, and “humanist
classes™ in a German concentration camp for Tillion. A person who had been through
the schooling at Ravensbriick could not arrive at the same conception of the ficld as
another whose experiences came from the campas of an American university.

Keywonds: anthropology;: epistemnology; Claude Lévi-Strauss: Germaine Tillion

Germaine Tillion, inducted into the Panthéon in 2015, was the first ethnologist, the
first practitioner of the humanities, to receive the honour. While it is true that she
was also a member of the Resistance, and that this aspect of her life motivated the
President’s decision = accompanied as she was by three other resisters = it is no less
true that her activity in the Resistance, followed by her imprisonment and deportation
to a concentration camp, spanned just five years (1940-1945), while her work as
an ethnologist and historian continued over 70 years, from her first foray into the
profession in 1932 until the end of her life; and throughout those years she published
scholarly studies in which we now recognize her defence of an original conception of
the humanities, in certain aspects similar to contemporary research. As for Claude
Lévi-Strauss, he played a dominant role both in the history of ethnology in France and
in the world; he too thought long and hard about the identity of the humanities, but
came to very different conclusions, Of course, Lévi-Strauss” breadth of work, devated
entirely to his field of study, 15 noticeably larger than that of Germaine Tillion's, who
let herself become “distracted” by other engagements; the proximity of their core
interests, however, makes it possible to draw a comparison between them using the
convention of “parallel lives”.
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