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“Tell me your myth that the whole world may turn to myth. ”

 

—Nikos Kazantzakis, The Odyssey: A Modern Sequel
 [Translated by Kimon Friar (New York: Simon and Schuster,
 1958), Book XXI, 1.1277.]






FOREWORD

While I was reading The Seven Story Tower in manuscript, I tried to describe its unusual quality to a friend, who remarked, “It sounds more like an experience than a book.” I agreed, but then felt even more acutely the difficulty of introducing this beguiling and involving book. Its form and content are particularly inextricable.

The author takes his title from the image of a tower in which the ascending person sees views of increasing complexity and significance through the windows.

But I was looking for a supplementary overall metaphor—something organic, lush, proliferating, bizarre, but not ultimately chaotic. I had in mind Hoffman’s remark that we resist letting myth impact our lives seriously, because this archetypal domain is threatening. Here, those hidden fears surface which we would rather not acknowledge, let alone confront—or befriend.

I’ve settled for the rather unoriginal comparison of the reader as traveler. He sets forth, rather vague as to his goal, on a trek through a territory perhaps larger and more strange than he had expected. Part jungle, part cultivated, it plunges him into beauty and horror, danger and delight.

Fortunately, the apprehensive tourist has Hoffman at hand as a tranquil, observant interpreter. At each stage of the journey (seven “key” tales forming the basic structure of the book) the author has the situation well in hand. Harking back to the experiences just past, he explains, supplements, enriches, compares, connects, reassures, hints, and warns. Looping forward in time, he prepares us for what lies ahead and connects it to what has occurred.

“Hey, I’m beginning to get it!” says the traveler. For the result of this complicated interweaving is that somehow the contours of the country  begin to emerge. Though perhaps they will always be somewhat shifty, moveable, evasive.

More important, the voyager begins to perceive that though the goal may never be clearly defined—though the central mystery may remain forever more or less obscure—the journey is not only worthwhile, but essential. Thus the traveler is encouraged and equipped to proceed, though perhaps hoping he may not have to cope with still another boar-tusked lady or a severed head talking as it rolls.

Looming against the sky line are three vast stone shapes, like well-meaning Easter Island statues: Campbell, Lévi-Strauss, and Jung. They have done their best to map the territory. And here perhaps is a good time to shrink the stone shapes down to human-scholar size and to attempt a more prosaic summing up.

In generously acknowledging the influence of these writers and many others, Hoffman never accepts any one point of view uncritically. Nor does he indulge in dogmatic condemnations. Everyone who has approached mythology may have a piece of the truth. Gentleness and respect are essential, and the doors must be left open for further research, speculation, and insight.

The seven key stories give the reader a sense of structure, yet of flowing movement in space and time. The last of them is a modern one and of special interest in helping us to understand the whole. This tale comes from the mythology created by J.R.R. Tolkien, author of The Lord of the Rings. Hoffman’s analytic and synthetic approach to the first six stories equip the reader to understand and evaluate his claim that in Tolkien’s work we have a real secondary world, a valid myth.

Myth, as Campbell says, forms the interface between what can and cannot be expressed. It’s a marvelous territory for exploration.

 

Bon voyage!
 Edith Gilmore, Ph.D.






PREFACE

The Seven Story Tower is an introduction to the fascinating world of myth, explored in cross-cultural context. It is designed to provide the reader with the conceptual tools essential for the analysis and appreciation of myth as a vital function of human cultural expression. I approach the subject of myth from a social sciences perspective, combining the insights of cultural anthropology and analytical psychology. On one level, the purpose of the book is to guide the reader in the use of both analytical and synthetic methods: analytical, because each myth is considered within its specific cultural context; synthetic, because by comparing myths from different cultures around the world it becomes possible to formulate general conclusions about the role of myth in human society, including our own. On another level, its multilayered stories work to stimulate the reader’s emotional appreciation of myth’s power today over our lives and societies. Each chapter introduces specific structures that occur within myths: transformation, inversion, substitution and recombination, aetiology, family structure, and ethical dualism. Other themes of importance are explored, such as the significance of names and numbers; relationships to cultural ideas about the plants, animals, and heavenly bodies, as well as the structure of the human body; social tensions between church and state, men and women, old and young, culture and nature; and especially the process of individual maturation in a social context. The latter theme is expected to be of particular appeal to younger readers, who are undergoing the same inevitable social consequences of assuming adult responsibility in a complex world which are central to so many of the myths in this book.

In his brilliant, but nearly forgotten novel A Voyage to Arcturus, David Lindsay depicts a tower comprised of seven stories, each with an embrasure window through which a climber can look out upon the world. Lindsay, who died young, was a member of the Inklings, a circle of British fantasy writers which included J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, and Charles Williams. His protagonist Maskull’s dark double, Nightspore, is directed to ascend the spiral staircase within the tower. At each stage, the view becomes more distant and abstract, but also more philosophically profound, until Nightspore reaches the summit of the tower and realizes that the responsibility for the fate of the imperiled world lies, at least partially, in his hands.1 This powerful image came to mind once I realized that the number of key myths in this exploratory venture would be seven, and I knew at once what the title of the book must be. For I also offer the reader seven views upon the world, through mythic windows, which I have chosen because they display great diversity through space and time, yet have a remarkable thematic similarity. These represent the Irish, Greek, Sumerian, Indonesian, Amazonian, and Inuit cultures, and the fantasy world of J.R.R. Tolkien. By the time the seventh stage is reached, I hope it will be clear that there is indeed an inevitable linkage between myth and social responsibility.

A few words of introduction about my approach to myth are in order. I am an archaeologist by profession, and my academic training was in the archaeology of the Near East, especially of Mesopotamia. For most of the past twenty-five years, however, I have concentrated on the pre-European cultures of my home region, northeastern North America. This is a region in which the environment and its early inhabitants conspired to leave behind only scant traces of human activity, mostly in the form of stone tools. These Native peoples never developed a system of written communication, and the Europeans who arrived here in the seventeenth century were rather effective in eliminating nearly all overt traces of the Native belief system, which they viewed as inferior to their Puritan brand of Christianity. Some of the Native myths and practices have survived, but after 350 years of political and religious persecution many of the people have become so assimilated that they have forgotten the larger cultural system to which the stories once belonged, and they are understandably reluctant to share with outsiders what they do retain. Thus, most of my work has been a study of a culture whose myths are almost irretrievable.

The reader may wonder how, as an archaeologist with such a narrow research specialty, I have come to write a book on world myth. First, I would suggest that mythological analysis and archaeological investigation are not so distant from one another in their intellectual requirements as one might think. C.G. Jung, a psychoanalyst whose views on the inner dimensions of myth will be quoted frequently in this book, dreamed when young of becoming an archaeologist, and maintained a passion for this field throughout his life.2 I have elsewhere compared the practice of archaeology to the spiritual discipline of meditation, for it requires both infinite patience and sharp attention to detail as well as an ability to synthesize a larger picture from what is often very fragmentary evidence.3

But aside from this, I have been fascinated by myth since I was a child. My first exposure to the systematic study of myth from the psychological dimension was at the age of fourteen, through a series of lectures on public television given by that redoubtable doyen of myth, Joseph Campbell. While pursuing my undergraduate and graduate studies in archaeology, I studied the myths of ancient Mesopotamia and Syro-Palestine in close detail, often in the original languages.

I want to make it clear at this point that I regard the material I use in this book that is derived from the Old and New Testaments to be as valuable as the myths of any other culture, that is, neither more nor less true but just as useful as a rich source of mythological thought. I feel that my position outside the orthodoxy of any religion gives me license to do this. I was brought up in the Reformed branch of the Jewish faith, but became disaffected from the religion (not the ethnicity) by the age of seventeen. I do not mean that I am trying to deprecate Western religion by associating it with myth—far from it. Instead, I contend that the canonical writings of the Jewish, Christian, and Muslim religions and the oral and written traditions of other cultures contain the same striving toward the truth, the same uncannily accurate observations about the human condition, and some strikingly similar conclusions about what might be done to attain the former or improve the latter. The same, in my opinion, is true of the best works of the science fiction and fantasy génre of the twentieth century. For this reason, I feel justified in borrowing a motif from that génre as the theme of this book, and in including a tale from the pen of a modern fantasy writer, J.R.R. Tolkien, among the more traditional stories I treat here.

For my doctoral dissertation, I applied my interest in myth to the study of a particular iconographic problem in Mesopotamian archæology: the meanings of the animal motifs which occur with great frequency on stone cylinder seals. After performing exhaustive statistical analyses  of motif frequency and position, I examined a series of hypotheses about the invariances I observed in the iconography of the motifs. I concluded that their symbolism reflected ancient observations about the human psychological constitution and its relationship to the perceived world.4 Already by this time (much to the dismay of my professors, I fear) I was branching out beyond the narrow field of Assyriology, in which I was trained, into anthropology and psychology, particularly the works of Claude Lévi-Strauss and Carl G. Jung, which are frequently cited in this book.

It was also during this period that I spent seven years of study at the feet of a spiritual teacher, Mr. Anthony Bonello. His teachings were highly eclectic, and combined eastern yogic disciplines with western Qabbalah, as well as many other sources. Participating in a community based upon several interrelated traditional systems of symbols gave me a rare opportunity to observe both the relativity of the systems we humans tend to create and the degree to which these systems are capable of being mapped onto one another from culture to culture without a significant loss of meaning. There is nothing particularly new about this observation. The Hellenistic Greeks—particularly the Gnostics and the Neoplatonists—were busily syncretizing the varied mythic systems of Alexander’s far-flung empire by the second century B.C., and it was out of this heady mix that Christianity arose. The Provençal Crusaders of the twelfth century A.D. brought back many eastern ideas from the Islamic world and incorporated these into their Albigensian observances. But it is really only in the twentieth century that it has become possible to integrate mythological systems on a global scale. This method of cross-cultural comparison is at the core of this book.

I began teaching at the adult education level in 1973, shortly before receiving my doctorate, and my first offerings were courses both in archæology and in myth. I have taught both subjects side by side ever since. At Bridgewater State College, where I have taught since 1978, I have created college level courses in Myth and Culture, Anthropology of Religion, Myths and Peoples of the Ancient Near East, and Culture and Consciousness, and they are among my favorite courses to teach. The material in this book derives directly from my class notes for the first third of the former course.

More than this, myth has been for me personally a revelatory, participatory experience since the age of seventeen. My studies with Mr. Bonello provided me with a personal familiarity with the states of consciousness  which myths both describe and entail, and I am moreover conversant with the ability of myth to speak across the barriers of space, time, and culture to the modern day. I consider myself a storyteller in the traditional sense. I have selected the stories in this book with some care from among the tens of thousands of myths available in the published record, and I have presented them in a deliberate sequence and with a deliberately symbolic number of stages in order to enhance their cumulative effect upon the reader. But I also understand the importance of letting the story tell itself while keeping my personal opinions out of the way—at least until the story is told. The power of mythic story derives not solely from its tellers, though they can certainly enhance it by proper delivery and attention to detail, but from the subject itself as a representation of the unchanging truths about the human condition. If the seven stories at the heart of this volume have this effect upon the reader, then I will perhaps have earned my supper, though I must acknowledge that the credit is not mine alone, but that of the stories themselves.

As I said above, this book approaches the subject of myth from the perspective of the social or behavioral sciences, particularly anthropology and psychology. My aim is to illustrate many of the important elements of myth, to demonstrate it to be a function operating in all cultures, and to describe mythology as a means of studying that function. As a social scientist, I am particularly interested in elucidating patterns of similarity among myths and exploring their causes. To do this requires the use of myth comparatively, from several cultures, though always with a view to the specific cultural context in which each myth was told.

Since myth is essentially discursive in its mode of transmission, one can also consider any attempt such as this to study myth as a kind of storytelling, i.e., a myth in itself. As Claude Lévi-Strauss noted in commenting on Freud’s use of myth in describing psychological complexes:Amyth consists of all its variants . . . not only Sophocles, but Freud himself should be included among the recorded versions of the Oedipus myth, on a par with earlier or seemingly more “authentic” versions.5





Like the tales of the Arabian Nights, each of the seven key stories in this book contains and connects to other stories, and all of them are furthermore embedded within a frame story. That story, which we shall consider in the first and last chapters, directly concerns the relevance of myth to cultural life in the closing years of the twentieth century. In my opinion, myth is utterly relevant to our society today. If we know how to look, we will see its images and associations playing out in our daily lives and in the lives of those around us, both near and far, small and great. For me, myth represents a great repository of that which is unchanging in the human condition. If we can understand these invariances, we will have a better chance of making wise decisions about our future, decisions which potentially can affect not only our personal lives but the course of our civilization. It is with this prospect in mind that I have written this book.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE BROKEN CIRCLE:

A DIALOGUE BETWEEN MYTH AND SCIENCE

This is the first account, the first narrative. There was neither man, nor animal, birds, fishes, crabs, trees, stones, caves, ravines, grasses, nor forests; there was only the sky.

The surface of the earth had not appeared. There was only the calm sea and the great expanse of the sky.

There was nothing brought together, nothing which could make a noise, nor anything which might move, or tremble, or could make noise in the sky.

There was nothing standing; only the calm water, the placid sea, alone and tranquil. Nothing existed.

There was only immobility and silence in the darkness, in the night. Only the Creator, the Maker, Tepeu, Gúcumatz, the Forefathers, were in the water surrounded with light. . . . By nature they were great sages and thinkers. . . .

Then came the word. Tepeu and Gúcumatz came together in the darkness, in the night, and Tepeu and Gúcumatz talked together. They talked then, discussing and deliberating; they agreed, they united their words and their thoughts.

Then while they meditated, it became clear to them that when dawn would break, man must appear. Then they planned the creation, and the growth of the trees and the thickets and the birth of life and the creation of man. . . .

Thus let it be done! Let the emptiness be filled! Let the water recede and make a void, let the earth appear and become solid; let it be done.

Thus they spoke. Let there be light, let there be dawn in the sky and on the earth! There shall be neither glory nor grandeur in our creation and formation until the human being is made, man is formed. So they spoke.

Then the earth was created by them. So it was, in truth, that they created the earth. Earth! they said, and instantly it was made.

Like the mist, like a cloud, and like a cloud of dust was the creation, when the mountains appeared from the water; and instantly the mountains grew.

Only by a miracle, only by magic art were the mountains and valleys formed; and instantly the groves of cypresses and pines put forth shoots together on the surface of the earth.1






How Do We Think of Myth? 

Most people today, when they read a narrative like the Quiche Maya account of creation above (Figure 1), probably feel that it is strangely out of place. The notion of creation through the word, of a universe created especially for humans, indeed of creative “forefathers” in the first place, may seem old-fashioned or even irrelevant to the modern world, with its scientific explanations of the universe. One cannot dispute the beauty of its poetry, but the most one might ask of the narrator is, “What is the meaning of this to you (but certainly not to me)?” This is the question asked by the contrary son in the Passover Haggadah: four sons react differently to hearing the story of the Exodus, one obedient, one “contrary” (“evil” is the more usual translation), one stupid, and one who does not even know how to ask. The Haggadah gives parents advice as to how to answer each one of them. To the contrary son, one is to respond, “This is what the Lord did for me,” since such a son would not himself have been favored with the opportunity to participate in the Exodus had he lived at the time.2

My position is more lenient: I shall try to show just what the myths might mean to you, regardless of which of these four attitudes you may bring to its study. Of course, if you insist on excluding yourself from even the possibility of personal involvement in or transformation through myth, you will necessarily also exclude yourself from the opportunity of achieving much understanding of it.

If we wish to study human behavior, we should certainly attempt to answer this question, but we must first address the popular misconception  of myth’s irrelevance to us. In the common parlance of civilized people in the twentieth century, the term myth has come to describe something which is false, or an outmoded way of knowledge. It is often considered to be the opposite of science, which is expected to provide us with the truth about the nature of the universe, our planet, and ourselves. Even Joseph Campbell, the most well-known apologist for the mythic perspective of our century, says of the cosmological function of myth:Today we turn to science for our imagery of the past and of the structure of the world, and what the spinning demons of the atom and the galaxies of the telescope’s eye reveal is a wonder that makes the babel of the Bible seem a toyland dream of the dear childhood of our brain.3





 



Figure 1: Tepeu and Gúcumatz converse about the creation of the world. Original line drawing of a ritual vessel, Maya, 9th century A.D. (Jean-Jacques Rivard)
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True believers in science (though not necessarily all scientists) often assert that, while our most primitive ancestors struggled to understand the  world by resorting in their ignorance to myth, and our more recent forebears turned to religion for guidance, modern man has freed himself from the shackles of illusion and stands free, embracing the unassailable truths which his reason has wrested from Nature.

By contrast to the purportedly superior truths provided by the scientific method, the explanations given in myths are often considered to be outmoded, silly, or simply irrelevant. Of course we know that the earth revolves around the sun, that creation of the universe did not take place in seven days, and that our ancestors descended from the same stock as the modern apes and were not expelled from a garden. Peoples outside the pale of Western civilization who still value myth highly are considered backward or primitive for this very reason, especially when their myths deter them from adopting Western science, technology, and social and economic forms. For example, many Westerners think of India as a backward nation, in part because it retains its affiliation with Hinduism, a non-Western religion. During the period of the British Raj, many efforts were made to convert Hindus to one brand or another of Christianity, and during the preceding Moghul period, the Muslim rulers attempted to do the same, sometimes by force. This ignores the facts that India’s canonical tradition is older than Christianity or Islam and that India has managed to incorporate its traditional perspective into fully “modern” developments, including considerable scientific achievements. Traditionalists in these societies are told that if they wish to keep pace with the rest of the world, they will have to leave their myths behind. Their acceptance of mythic explanations is considered by sophisticated modernists as a sign of cultural immaturity, and as St. Paul said, “When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child, but when I became a man, I put away childish things.”4




Why Myth Can Have a Positive Connotation 

The perspective that I adopt in this book is that myth is not necessarily one of the “childish things,” that an appreciation of it may actually be necessary for both individuals and societies to maintain balance and attain psychological maturity. The assumption that Western science has all the answers for other cultures, or that we have the right to impose its values on other cultures, is, in strictly anthropological terms, a form of ethnocentrism, irrespective of how instrumental those answers have been in transforming our culture. One of the first things introductory anthropology  students learn is that anthropologists are expected to refrain from judging the values of other cultures by the standards of their own; it is only our own culture which we have the right to judge. And if we do so judge our culture, we may not necessarily agree that our banishment of myth from the leading edge of speculative thinking has resulted in an unmitigated improvement. We may come to discover that the equation of myth with falsehood is itself a myth—in both positive and negative senses of the word—and moreover a very powerful one, with profound consequences for our society.

In actuality, the word myth derives from the Greek mythos, which is cognate to the English word “mouth” and simply means a told tale, a piece of the oral tradition that was the chief means of communication prior to the introduction of writing and still remains the most wide-spread mode of human discourse. A myth might describe creatures or objects that our reason tells us cannot (nor ever could) exist in the domain of the five senses—elves, dragons, talking swords, etc. But the observation that some of a myth’s sensory correlates are not present in the field perceptible to the rational waking mind does not mean that they cannot be imagined and talked about. It also says nothing about how accurately the myth may describe the processes of inner reality, the realm of the unconscious mind, where we spend fully a third of our life experience while we sleep. In myths, even descriptions of what appear to be aspects of ordinary physical reality may also be understood in symbolic terms, or as metaphors for aspects of either inner or outer reality—or both at once. Mythic thinking contends that these metaphors are absolutely necessary if we are ever to reach an understanding of the world, and of ourselves. The unconscious mind works very largely in terms of metaphor, yet this can also be shown to be true of aspects of our waking consciousness, especially of language. As an experiment in this, the philosopher David Chalmers suggests trying to describe the experience of redness in any but metaphorical terms.5

Since most physical anthropologists agree that the human psychological constitution (as reflected in both the brain’s size and organization and in the manifested products of its ruminations) does not appear to have changed substantially for at least the past 40,000 years,6 I suggest that in a real sense myths reflect upon that which is always true about the human condition and its place in the natural and social world. As numerous mythologists and anthropologists have argued, the same rules which govern the operation of myths at least partially govern our perception of reality. As much as we would like to believe in our ability to view the world objectively, our cultural background places constraints upon our thinking which we take for granted and from which we therefore cannot easily free ourselves. Gregory Bateson presents cogent arguments that this kind of conditioning also characterizes the scientific world-view. In his opinion and that of numerous other cultural anthropologists, the view we have of the world is a social construct which we project onto our observations, whether they be expressed in mythic or scientific terms. By the time individuals become adults, they have often become quite unconscious of this propensity of the mind.7 But it is in the myths that we find the basis for that cultural background; so our understanding of the world really is conditioned by our understanding of our own myths.




Why Myth Has Acquired a Negative Connotation 

Myth as a conveyor of oral tradition first acquired a negative connotation when contrasted with the written canons of the three great religious traditions which sprang from the Near East: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. However, the historical fact is that these three religions also had their origins in oral traditions. Their written testaments are strongly colored by myth and are the result of a reduction of a corpus of belief which was once much more richly varied. These facts are usually denied vehemently by their orthodoxies, who wish thereby to retain a special status for their particular beliefs, but this does not make them any less true.

With the resurgence of independent thinking in Europe during the Renaissance as an alternative to the dominance of the Catholic Church, there was a revival of interest in myth. Many ancient myths were rewritten in fifteenth or sixteenth century garb (as myths have been reclothed in every age) as a concomitant to the revival of Greek science, but scholars by and large continued to view myth as falsehood. The difference was that now they were willing to include Church doctrine among the falsehoods, and by the early eighteenth century, writers like Voltaire and Bernard Fontenelle reveled in debunking myth as a covert means of discrediting the Church. For example, drawing attention to the prevalence of stories of the virgin birth in Greek mythology, Fontenelle suggested that:Some extraordinary happening may have led people to believe that a god had had an affair with a woman. At once all the stories  will be full only of amorous gods. You already believe the one, why not believe the other as well?8





During the Age of Enlightenment (1750-1850), natural science arose to proclaim itself as the successor to both myth and religion, as Sir James Frazer suggested,9 conveniently forgetting that its roots were in alchemy and astrology, themselves derived from classical myth. Frazer’s confidence in the triumph of science over its predecessors was unfettered by any trace of self-doubt about the superiority of modernism. We must recall that he was writing at the dawn of the twentieth century, a time when the British Empire was at its peak, and that he had every expectation that the colonial powers would continue to bring the benefits of civilization to the benighted savages whose myths he was recording. This is one of the reasons why his work seems somewhat ethnocentristic to a post-colonial world.

Science has since become the dominant paradigm of Western civilization. As that civilization has spread its values around the globe, the scientific method has been adopted as the universal standard for expressing truth, even to the point of claiming that science is close to achieving a “Grand Universal Theory” that will explain everything in the universe in terms of elementary particles. It is sometimes forgotten that such a theory would, of necessity, be an explanation in its own terms, which would require decades of study for any individual to understand, and that it would nevertheless remain impossible to fully explain any complex phenomenon on the basis of random quantum electrodynamics at a level which would be meaningful to the average reader. Jack Cohen and Ian Stewart point out that:A Theory of Everything is useless for understanding and explanation because it represents the way the universe behaves in such an indirect way that extracting what we want to know requires an inordinate effort. . . . A theory is like a net. It catches what it’s designed to catch. . . . If you fish nature with a theory of gravity, you catch elliptical orbits; if you fish with quantum electrodynamics you catch light and electrons. . . . But a Theory of Everything is ... a net that catches everything in the ocean. . . . if anybody asks you what’s in the net you have no idea. It’s black, you can’t see inside, and even if you could, you can’t pick out anything interesting. Yes, it’s wonderful to know that the Net for  Everything contains the entire ocean, but it’s not much use if you can’t get anything out.10





Because science is so pervasive, and many scientists (as well as the general public) are so confident in the correctness of its methodology, it would be useful if, at the outset of our exploration of myth, we were to compare the scientific and mythic modes of knowledge. Table 1 will help us in exploring this.




The Way of Science: The Line 

Science has classically sought to control phenomena by understanding them, and it strives for understanding under the assumption that the whole is neither greater nor less than the sum of its parts. Thus, any complex manifestation is to be broken down or reduced to its parts, which are more amenable to analysis, and the whole is to be reconstructed and is assumed to work as the result of the forces which constituted the parts. For example, mathematics can well describe the properties of straight lines, but in order to study curves, as in calculus, it is necessary to consider them to be constituted of an infinite number of infinitely small straight line segments, which can then each be analyzed. The total curve is then considered to be the sum of its line segments. It is in this sense that we may describe science as linear in its orientation. Even tools as powerful as calculus are insufficient for the analysis of closed figures such as circles; to calculate the slope or area of a circle with it, one must chop off the bottom half and consider the two halves separately. As it turns out, the broken circle is a very powerful mythological image with profound consequences for the fate of Western civilization. We shall return to it in the final chapter of this book.

 



Table 1: The Dialectic of Science and Myth



	Science tends to be:	Myth tends to be:
	Analytic	Synthetic
	Reductionistic	Holistic
	Quantitative	Qualitative
	Digital	Analogical
	Linear	Circular
	Detached	Involved
	Based on Observation	Based on Participation
	Parsimonious	Elaborate
	Experimental	Experiential
	Progressive	Traditional
	Repetitive to Confirm Theories	Repetitive to Enhance Images
	Concrete	Abstract
	Rational	Transcendent
	Left-brained	Right-brained
	Masculine	Feminine
	Logical	Intuitive
	Knowledge-based	Wisdom-based
	Seeking Control over the World	Seeking Balance with the World


Science is linear in another way, also. It favors parsimony, the reduction of elaboration to the simplest possible expression of terms. This derives from the famous fourteenth century axiom of William, Fourth Earl of Occam: Essentia non sunt multiplicanda præter necessitam, “Do not multiply essences beyond the necessary.” This principle, called Occam’s Razor, suggests that the simplest explanation of a phenomenon is the one most likely to be correct. Oversimplification can at times lead to problems. For example, the old geocentric model of the solar system, with its planetary epicycles (loops), was much less parsimonious than the Copernican heliocentric system, so it was put aside in favor of the simpler explanation, which in turn was refined by Kepler, Galileo, and Newton into more elegant mathematical expressions.11 Yet an observed perturbation of just four minutes of arc in the orbit of Mercury resulted in the replacement of the Newtonian gravitational model by the more complex Einsteinian model of General Relativity.

Science traditionally represents itself as being the product of cumulative knowledge: in Newton’s famous statement, “If I have seen far, it is because I have stood on the shoulders of giants.”12 Each generation is expected to add its bit to the knowledge of the last, gradually refining it until it increasingly approximates truth. However, Thomas Kuhn, in his widely quoted study of the history of scientific revolutions, has shown that this is not really how science progresses at all. Instead, there are waves of ideas which sweep each science from time to time, causing rapid and qualitative shifts in perspective to new models, which Kuhn refers to as paradigms .13 Paradigm shifts are not accomplished easily; there is much struggle involved and if one is on the wrong side of the political fence, one’s career can be ruined or at least trivialized. Only between times of paradigm shifts is scientific knowledge cumulative, and in such eras there are strong traditions within each field that tend to suppress the few totally new ideas, and no “giants.”

There is furthermore no guarantee that older, or less parsimonious paradigms were discarded because they were inherently false. Cultural factors having little to do with absolute truth may influence which paradigms are “politically correct” in each era. For example, English geologists of the early nineteenth century rejected catastrophism in favor of gradual explanations of earth changes, in large part because England had resisted the wave of political revolutions which swept continental Europe during the period 1789—1849, and also in part as a rejection of the overt emphasis on catastrophes such as the Deluge described in biblical and other mythological texts. Gradualism succeeded in becoming the foundation of modern evolutionary biology through Darwin. But we are coming to understand in the late twentieth century that the biosphere is capable of undergoing rapid, violent environmental perturbations even under relatively slight modifications of “normal” conditions, and evolutionary biologists increasingly see these punctuations, rather than the gradual force of natural selection, as causes of the major changes in earth’s biological communities. 14 In short, it begins to look as if Kuhn’s model of paradigm shift is descriptive not only of science, but, by analogy, of nature itself, and it is no accident that it gained popularity during the decade of the 1960s, a time of social upheaval throughout the industrialized world.15 Some Complexity theorists have suggested that this self-similarity may not be accidental, but may be a feature of all complex, self-regulating systems.16 Ironically, this reevaluation is bringing scientific thinking back into line with the very myths it once sought to overthrow.

Science is inherently theoretical in its approach. It requires the formulation of hypotheses, which are then repeatedly tested under field or laboratory conditions. If the steps in an experiment are followed in the precise order and with the precise quantitative measures prescribed, any competent experimenter should arrive at the same results, regardless of his experience. The observer is required not to interact with the observed, lest he introduce bias. For this reason, the observer presumes to subtract himself from the experiment, and attempts to eliminate any sort of personal feeling he may have about the success or failure of the experiment. All is supposed to proceed from detached logic, and all variables must be computed and explained. For the goal of science is no less than the establishment of human control over all phenomena, through a systematic understanding of the forces which produced them.

As we shall see, this goal is not as divorced from the culture of Western civilization in which it arose as scientists would like to think. Science  as practiced in the developed world has until rather recently been an inherently male-oriented drive for power whose roots lie in the predominantly masculine orientation of our society, for which reason I have felt it appropriate to cast the preceding sentences exclusively in the male gender. Even if one has only a passing familiarity with Freud’s theories of the psyche, it is not too difficult to see that science’s emphasis on straight lines might have phallic connotations!




The Way of Myth: The Circle 

The goals of myth are dissimilar to those of science. Rather than seeking to control phenomena for the convenience of humanity from the attitude of the detached observer, myths seek to transform the observers themselves so as to retain or restore the balance between the human population and its physical and spiritual environment. Joseph Campbell has suggested that myth has four basic functions: the Transcendent, which relates to that which goes beyond the ability of words to describe; the Cosmological, which describes how the natural environment of stars, stones, animals, and plants came to be and establishes their relationship to the human world; the Sociological, which describes the correct forms of relationships within the human community; and the Psychological, which projects for each individual member of the culture in which the myth is told a model against which they can measure their own personal achievement and maturity. All four of these are, in Campbell’s view, necessary to the healthy functioning of any society.17

By contrast with science, the mythic perspective on the world views it as a holistic unity, with all its parts bound together in an intricate, interlocking system of relationships. The more complex these relationships, the healthier and more robust the system is; therefore myth revels in what classical science would consider unnecessary elaboration and repetition of detail. Because myth considers the whole to be potentially greater than the sum of its parts, it is unconcerned with linearity. As we shall see in the succeeding chapters, the same story can be told with some or even all of its details in reverse order without affecting either the outcome or the essential message the myth is trying to convey. It takes a very different kind of mental training to appreciate myths and to derive the messages embedded at various levels within them, one which concentrates on intuitive perceptions of the recurring symbols and their organic relationship to one another, and to the life of the culture, as parts of a holistic fabric.

Thus, whereas the line is an appropriate symbol for science, the circle is an apt description of myth. For the circle is a feminine symbol, one which emphasizes process rather than result, one which binds together all qualities rather than attempting to dissociate them. The relationship of symbols in a myth is like that of points on the circumference of a circle to one another. They are infinitely capable of interconnection in any order, and each has the same relationship to the center of the circle, which contains and generates the inner meanings of the myth. That center can never quite be reached; as one penetrates, one finds layer upon layer of meaning. The circle is therefore symbolic of the gestation process through which the recipient progressively achieves the myth’s (and his/her own) inner potential.

In Jungian psychology, which is the branch of psychoanalysis most receptive to myth, the external personality is but the outer manifestation of what Jung calls the Self, the interior psychological reality, which is characteristically constellated at the center of a circle, with radiating lines moving out from it symmetrically to the periphery. This figure, known in Indian ritual art and dance as a mandala, has been discussed in detail by Jung:As I have said, mandala means “circle.” There are innumerable variants of the motif . . . but they are all based upon the squaring of a circle. Their basic motif is the premonition of a centre of personality, a kind of central point within the psyche, to which everything is related, by which everything is arranged, and which is itself a source of energy. The energy of the central point is manifested in the almost irresistible compulsion and urge to become what one is, just as every organism is driven to assume the form that is characteristic of its nature, no matter what the circumstances.18





While Jung showed that mandalas appear spontaneously in dreams as symbols of wholeness, they are also products of ritual activity, whether they are painted, drawn, danced, or—as in Figure 2—created as sand figures. The act of producing a mandala requires intense mental concentration, a meditative state which must persist for the entire process, which may take days to complete. Properly understood, the symbolism of a mandala tells a story as it unfolds, much like a myth. Working outwards from the center, the ritual artist creates a picture of the world, complete with its  centrifugal and centripetal forces. In the Avalokiteshvara Mandala shown above, the lotus in the central circle represents the principle of nonattachment to the impermanence of the outer world. The implements in the four petals are the means of overcoming the sins of jealousy, hatred, pride, and ignorance. The quartering of the periphery of the figure plus the center represents the five elements of space, wind, earth, fire, and water respectively. As a further demonstration of impermanence, the mandala itself is destroyed soon after its completion, and the sand is poured into a body of water as the final act in the ritual.

 



Figure 2: Lama Tenzin Yingyen explains to the author the symbolism of the sand mandala created by Tibetan monks at the National Gathering on Education as Transformation, Wellesley College, 1998. (Photo by Gordon Bernstein)
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Thus, the circle expresses a totality which focuses attention on the center but includes the observed world as its periphery. As Nicholas of Cusa, a fifteenth century philosopher wrote, as “God is an intelligible sphere whose center is everywhere and whose circumference is nowhere.”19

As an apologist for myth-based thinking, it is my experience that the inner meanings of myth, which transcend both time and cultural boundaries, exist at a level transcendent to our normal waking consciousness. They can be grasped only by apprehending all the myth’s symbolic motifs as a whole, at once, and following them as pointers toward the center of the mythic universe. This is a participatory process, in which the listener can expect to be transformed rather than remaining outside as a spectator. In myth-based cultures, the myth-maker and the audience are bound together within the circle of myth. In many traditional cultures, the narrator and audience actually sit in a circle when myths are told. This enhances the audience’s sense of participation in the myth, in contrast to the linear structures of Western classrooms and church pews. I would encourage the reader to read the myths in this book aloud, preferably surrounded by an audience, for I have found in my own classroom experience that this is empowering for both the speaker and the listeners.




When the Line Meets the Circle: The Confusion of the Opposites 

The application of linear, scientific thinking to myth has led to considerable confusion, for the assumption of science is that the periphery, the observable universe, is all that exists. One important school of mythology, structuralism, holds that myths are logical constructs devoid of content or meaning, and that their real function is to serve as a kind of structure on which society can hang its subsystems.20 Its chief proponent, Claude Lévi-Strauss, eschewed the idea that myth could have a psychological explanation or that it could have the function of satisfying people’s emotional needs. He argued that “the purpose of myth is to provide a logical model capable of overcoming contradiction,”21 because he thought that myths, as products of purely conscious mental processes, are designed to direct people’s attention toward intellectually satisfying explanations of reality. He even subtitled his four-volume Mythologiques, “An Introduction to the Science of Mythology.” In an extreme, almost nihilistic statement at the end of this work, he asserted:We have to resign ourselves to the fact that the myths tell us nothing instructive about the order of the world, the nature of reality, or the origin and destiny of mankind. We cannot expect them to flatter any metaphysical thirst, or to breathe new life into exhausted ideologies.22





Science is capable of showing us only the ossified shell of myth, for it denies the significance, or even the very existence of any inner message. Remember that for classical science, based upon mathematical models, a circle is nothing more than the sum of the infinitely small straight line-segments which make up its periphery. The same view pertains to the reductionist examination of the variables in myth, each of which may be explained away as arising from this or that environmental adaptation or historical contingency.

It comes as no surprise to those who still base their lives on mythic and religious ideas that so many people today are turning away from the linearity of the West, seeking solace in dreams, mind-altering drugs, or the ornate and still-intact mythic structures of Oriental or Native American cultures. At times it seems as if science and myth/religion are locked into a bad marriage, in which the feminine partner is consistently abused and mistreated by the masculine, and can only respond (as in the case of fetal tissue research or family planning during the Reagan-Bush administrations) by threatening to cut off science’s . . . funding.

If no reconciliation between these two partners is able to materialize, it is not difficult to predict the fate of the children of such parents, for we are all the inheritors of their joint influence upon our culture. All we need to do is to look at the long-term, psychological effects of life in the twentieth century. While we have certainly succeeded in increasing the variety of our experiences through access to the media, its quality has suffered. Alienation is rampant, not only in Western society but wherever in the world it has spread its influence. The sociologist Theodore Roszak views this problem as the primary effect of cultural uprooting caused by the technologization of our environment. Citing the poetry of William Blake, he refers to the scientific perspective as “single vision and Newton’s sleep.”23

While the mythic structures of the past emphasized the harmonization of human interests with the environment, most people today no longer feel that they live in harmony with their surroundings, nor even that this is a desirable goal. Nature is somehow against us, and must be controlled, subdued, reduced to statistically predictable responses lest it cause us economic loss. At the very least, modern Westerners demand insurance coverage against natural disasters! This also applies to our inner lives, but because most of us have never been trained to deal with our own psyches, we rush to quick-fix medications, to psychologists or to more unorthodox purveyors of spiritual truths for answers which can, in the end,  only credibly be provided by ourselves. Something in us knows that the type of control over the universe we have childishly demanded is ultimately demeaning to the human spirit, even impossible to achieve, and this has led to a great deal of frustration in Western culture. Anxiety and lack of self-assurance or even of self-awareness lead those who can afford it to the analyst’s couch. Those billions who cannot are doomed to “lead lives of quiet desperation,”24 to use Thoreau’s phrase, or, as the lack of self-assurance leads to attempts at self-assertion (in search of external acceptance to compensate for what is lacking within), alienation causes acts of an antisocial nature which constitute serious threats both to their enactors and to us all.

It is not to be thought that these problems do not exist in myth-based cultures, but cultures before the industrial revolution exercised subtle psychological controls upon deviant behavior through myths and rituals, cultural mechanisms which most of us profess to believe we have outgrown and discarded as worthless. The exploration of some of these mechanisms is one of the chief purposes of this book. In fact, some myths (as we shall see in Chapter Ten) accurately predict the social outcomes we are now witnessing. The Medieval alchemists refer to this state as the massa confusa, an initial state of chaos which results from the premature union of the opposites, followed by the death of the product of the union and a corresponding putrefaction. But this is followed in turn by purification, intensification, and finally transmutation of the base substance into alchemical gold.25




When the Circle Meets the Line: The Reintegration of the Opposites 

In fairness to science (and here I must assert that, as an archaeologist, I consistently practice it, and enjoy it—in its proper place), in the past few decades there has been a movement within many sciences away from simple, linear explanations. Chaos Theory and, more recently, Complexity Theory, in which systems are assumed to be complex if they are capable of existence, self-representation, and change,26 are examples of this paradigm shift. Even such bastions of scientific thinking as the total supervenience of physical forces over complex behaviors of organisms have been subject to challenge within science recently. It is now estimated that the ratio of physical particles (baryons) to light (photons) in the universe is on the order of  1:100,000,000.27 The mathematician Roger Penrose has suggested that consciousness itself may be governed by the laws of quantum mechanics, in which unpredictability is a necessary feature of the system.28 And David Chalmers has presented an elegant and detailed proof that consciousness is irreducible to physical phenomena.29 These new ideas may require a thorough restructuring of the way in which science, and the mathematics which underlie it, are approached. Several writers have noticed that this new way of thinking has significant points of contact with the traditional approaches which are found in myth. As Fritjof Capra has noted:For the modern physicists, then, Shiva’s dance is the dance of subatomic matter. As in Hindu mythology, it is a continual dance of creation and destruction involving the whole cosmos; the basis of all existence and of all natural phenomena. . . . The bubble-chamber photographs of interacting particles . . . are visual images of the dance of Shiva equalling those of the Indian artists in beauty and profound significance. The metaphor of the cosmic dance thus unifies ancient mythology, religious art, and modern physics. It is, as Coomaraswamy has said, “poetry, but none the less science.”30





Participants at a recent conference of renowned scientists, as reported in that bastion of orthodoxy, Scientific American, are making remarks like, “The inability of science to provide a basis for meaning, purpose, value, and ethics is evidence of the necessity of religion,” and, “I have experiences that cannot be expressed in any language other than that of religion. Whether the myths are historically true or false is not so important.”31

Even in my own field of American archaeology, which tends to lag behind the other sciences by at least fifteen years, signs of this restructuring are emerging, for we are increasingly required by Federal legislation to deal fairly with traditional Native cultures over the issue of reburial of human remains, grave goods, and sacred objects. Interaction with peoples whose ideational universe, while seriously impaired by five centuries of contact with European culture, retains a considerable measure of its connectedness with the land, has evoked a surprisingly sympathetic response among many of the supposedly hard-boiled scientists of material culture. As well, the advent of feminism in archaeology has spurred a reexamination of the field’s male-dominated theoretical framework, even implying that there is value in reconsidering the hermetic, myth-based philosophies  that were rejected by classical science starting in the colonial era.32 In my opinion, these are hopeful signs. Perhaps our intellectual culture is evolving to a point where both myth and science will be seen as relevant ways of approaching knowledge about both the self and the universe.




Mythic Literacy: An Idea for Our Times 

If my only purpose in this study were to decry the loss of myth as the cause of our present deplorable condition, it would have little worth. If myth were really dead in the human soul, there would be no point in trying to resurrect it, and the study of mythology could be relegated to nostalgia. In this book I shall attempt to show you that myth is very much alive, and not only in those corners of the world which have resisted the impact of Western civilization. From my own teaching and experiencing of myth, I must take exception to Lévi-Strauss’ nihilism. I have frequently been informed by my students that their dreams have been significantly enriched by the study of myth (as have my own), and not a few have felt, as do I, that it has changed their lives. This is not because of any special ability I personally have to communicate, but because myths, even from cultures other than our own, are still quite potent enough to evoke a response in our psyches. Indeed, I have already suggested that myths can describe our present social condition with chilling accuracy, and some of them can even suggest creative solutions to it. The archetypal symbols of myth pound at our doors and demand recognition, not only in our dreams and visions, but in the events of the world around us, if we know how to read them.

Mythic literacy, therefore, is one of the chief goals of this text. By this I do not mean a familiarity with the plot lines of a few ancient Greek stories (which is what occurs to most people today when they think of myths), either in their bloodless Victorian versions or worse, in the cheap popularizations of characters drawn from these stories fed to us by the cinematic and television media (e.g., Hercules or Xena). Instead, I mean an ability to understand the processes by which myth weaves its magic spell in all cultures including our own, and to appreciate the contents of which that spell commonly consists across many cultures. We do not need to look to the Greeks for myths (though we certainly shall, especially in Chapter Four), because myths are being played out before our eyes every day upon the stage of history. We shall return to this idea from time to time throughout the book, but especially in Chapter Ten.

To respond to the problem of the decline of myth in Western civilization, comparative mythology offers the following solution. If our own myths have become so fragmented and meaningless that we no longer can follow them reliably to the common human center, we might find that the circle may be reconstructed by placing myths side by side with their correlative myths in other cultures. People never tire of hearing new stories, even though in our jaded modern quest for newness, the old tales tend to pale upon incessant repetition. Yet if the message the myths seek to convey is to strike home, it must be repeated—that is precisely what traditional storytellers do. Therefore, I shall juxtapose several stories from cultures around the world in such a manner that what one culture lacks another by chance or design has maintained, even though it may not be possible to analyze the reasons for this in each case. By repeatedly circling the periphery in this way, we will find that we can gradually get a clearer picture of the circle as a whole, and also achieve some measure of penetration into its core.




An Itinerary of Our Journey 

What we shall be doing in the remainder of this book is to explore a series of key myths—seven principal ones, with several related variants for each—which I shall refer to as numbered stories, for easy reference. Each story will first be presented as a text and then analyzed, especially with reference to the cultural context in which it was originally told. At first, the depth of analytical detail may seem daunting, and it may seem to readers that they are going around and around in circles. We are going to circle the world on our mythic journey, starting with the Celtic cultures and heading more or less eastwards until we return to our starting point. In fact, our course is more of a spiral in keeping with David Lindsay’s image of the tower with its spiral staircase. As we proceed, the circles will become tighter and tighter as certain common threads become apparent. Because I am trying to explore myth through operations isomorphous to its structure, I tend to adopt an acausal approach. Like Lévi-Strauss’ four-volume Mythotogiques, this book itself may be regarded, both analytically and synthetically, as a myth.33

The seven key myths have been chosen not because they are better, truer, or more representative than any others, but simply because they span the globe yet are closely linked together both in theme and specific imagery. They thus allow a larger story to be told by comparing them, and by  weaving into the texture other myths from the same and other cultures. As we proceed forwards, I will weave backwards to the material we have already covered. At times, the texture may become quite dense, but it should be possible for the reader to follow the threads as we proceed gradually from the simple to the more complex. A combination of analytical, mental comprehension with synthetic, intuitional apprehension will enable the reader to most fully appreciate the resulting composite story, which is at once an exploration of the ways myths may be understood and a discourse on the value that myths may still hold for our culture. In the final chapter, I shall return to this overarching theme and attempt to show what role myth may have in steering the future of our civilization. The bibliography and set of endnotes provided at the end of the book are for readers who wish to pursue the issues I have raised further. The glossary defines key terms.

It might be argued that I have loaded the dice by choosing myths that show the correlations I wish to emphasize, or that all of these comparisons only serve to show the train of my own thinking. But the body of recorded world myth is enormously large, and one must make some selections—even Frazer did this for his twelve-volume The Golden Bough. I would encourage readers to study myths not covered, or only superficially covered in this text, because I am confident that they will find the burden of world mythic thought to be consistent with what I present here. I continually encounter myths I have not previously read which fit remarkably well into the framework I have constructed. Once you become familiar with the terms, you can share in the thrill of discovering these connections, the sense of wonder this engenders, and the cumulative, transformative effect mythic thinking can have upon your understanding of the world of myth, and of human society in general. That is why, before we embark on our mythic journey through space and time, we will need to spend some time looking at the terms in Chapter Two.

And finally, for the skeptics, I would like to offer a suggestion made by Ursula LeGuin, well-known author of science fiction and daughter of the eminent archaeologist Alfred Kroeber, that we may differentiate “reality” into two modes: factuality and truth. By the former, LeGuin means that which can be discerned about the universe through the senses, abetted by the instruments whose development has been the cornerstone of modern science. By the latter, she means those things which are permanently true about the human condition, which are perhaps most clearly addressed via the medium of myth.34 As another fantasy writer, Orson Scott Card, put it: Nothing that is new is ever new twice. While things that are true are still true the next time; truer, in fact, because they have been tested, they have been tasted, and they are always ripe, always ready.35





Much of the scientific critique of myth has been based upon the superior ability of science to elucidate the factual world. But the relevance of myth for explaining the operations of psyche and society, both at the individual and the collective level, and for denoting the relationship of these to the transcendent, has not in the least been diminished by the advent of science, which is why it continually reemerges in genres like science fiction. This is also the province of anthropology, for, as Alexander Pope asserted long ago, “the proper study of mankind is Man.”36 As the necessity for the study of myth in its cultural context becomes clearer to science, perhaps these two modes of perception will be able to engage in the kind of respectful dialogue about the universe and our place in it that characterizes the Maya creation myth with which this chapter began.






CHAPTER TWO

APPROACHES TO MYTHOLOGICAL ANALYSIS




Early Attempts to Understand Myth 

When sixteenth century European intellectuals received accounts of the myths and rituals of Native peoples in the colonies their nations had established in the New World, Africa, and the western Pacific, they realized they would have to expand their narrow Medieval framework for understanding humanity (Figure 3). For example, the Spanish conquistadors of Mexico were scandalized by the similarity they observed between Aztec human sacrifice and the Catholic Mass. They devised a number of explanations for this similarity, including the idea that the Aztecs were not really human but were demons placed on earth to tempt the faithful.1 This belief was used by the Spanish as a rationale for their political program of cultural subjugation and genocide, and formed the pattern for the subsequent oppression of Native peoples in the Western Hemisphere and elsewhere.

In 1533 after Pope Leo issued a Bull proclaiming the Native people of the Americas to be human, the Spanish developed an alternative explanation: the Aztecs had been missionized by the wandering apostle Thomas, but had been out of contact with the Mother Church for centuries and their practice of Christianity had degenerated.2 This revised belief in turn became a rationale for establishing missions to the Indians, to reconvert them to what the Spanish were convinced was the True Faith. The main point of Pope Leo’s pronouncement was to assert that the Native peoples were endowed with souls, meaning that it was incumbent upon the faithful to convert them to Christianity, by main force if necessary. In practice, the missions were reallynot much more lenient than the previous program of genocide. In Puritan New England, the same belief in Native recidivism is reflected in statements by several ministers that the local Indians needed to be “reduced” to Christianity, for in seventeenth century English “reduce” did not mean to diminish, but to lead back to a (presumed) previous state of grace.3

  



Figure 3: Old World map, showing distribution of cultures mentioned in the text. (Adapted from a map distributed by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration)
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 Some eighteenth century Enlightenment scholars, notably Bernard Fontenelle and Giambattista Vico, suggested that the similarity between the myths of the two hemispheres derived from general cultural or environmental similarities between them. For example, Fontenelle (1657—1757) suggested that the Incas and the Greeks had similar myths about lake spirits because such stories naturally arise in lake environments. He also cynically regarded the chief function of the marvels found in myths was to allow their narrators to enjoy the favor of their audiences: “One is flattered by the surprise and admiration one causes in his audience and is quite happy to augment it further, since something in this seems to please our vanity.”4

Vico (1668—1744) constructed a whole historical round for cultures outside of the Judæo-Christian dispensation, in which peoples passed through a repetitive four-stage cycle in their search for truth, beginning with a focus on power, then on ethics and the family, then on civilized discourse, and finally, a collapse (recorso) leading back to the first stage. He felt that the similarities between distant peoples could be explained according to where along his cycle they were. This is an early example of the idea of creating a myth to explain myths. He was one of the first to acknowledge that “uniform ideas originating among entire peoples unknown to each other must have a common ground of truth.”5 Vico’s influence on later generations was great, and his four-age cycle forms the basis of the structure of James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake.




Some Nineteenth and Twentieth Century Theories about Myth 

Later investigators have often attempted to see the commonalities in myth as reflections of their own leading research interests. Some of the more important theories are listed below:• Myths reflect important historical processes, such as the establishment of patriarchal social systems over primordial matriarchies. This idea was championed by Karl Ottfried Müller (1779—1840). His idea was to  mine myth for information on the history of religions, and he found “sufficient traces and remnants of a state of the Grecian religion, in which the gods were considered as exhibiting their power chiefly in the operations of outward nature, in the changes of the season, and the phenomena of the year.”6 He was one of the first to document the succession of invading cultures in ancient Greece, which in his view resulted in the replacement of this older, mother-based (Pelasgian) religions by a new, “heroic” faith based upon the worship of a masculine sky god, Zeus.
• Myths are the textual or oral remnants of the widespread distribution of agricultural fertility rituals. The “Myth and Ritual School” claimed that myths were the misunderstood relics of religious rituals, many of which had disappeared while the myths lingered on. Sir James Frazer (1854—1941), its most famous exponent, was really the first scholar to compile the accounts of ethnographers on a global scale, and to observe the similarities among the myths of hundreds of cultures, which he felt was a reflection of their grounding in a shared ritual tradition of great antiquity. But he also considered the entirety of myth, ritual, and magic to be “one great disastrous fallacy, a mistaken conception of the association of ideas.”7 
• Myths derive from a common linguistic heritage, coupled with an interest in astronomical phenomena, but the original forms have become garbled through cultural isolation. This idea was promoted by Max Müller (1823—1900), a formidable Sanskritist who observed striking similarities between myths throughout the areas occupied by speakers of Indo-European languages. He considered that the differences could be explained on the basis of puns or misunderstandings of words between different linguistic communities; hence his famous statement that “Myth is a disease of language.”8 He also directed the attention of mythologists toward the importance of the names of mythological characters and to their correspondences to astronomical and meteorological phenomena.
• Myths originate from an underlying instinctive or intuitive substrate common to human consciousness in all cultures. Sigmund Freud’s (1856—1939) view that myths, dreams, and the visions of schizophrenics derive from the same unconscious source is his fundamental contribution to the study of myth. His theory that this source lies  in neonatal experience, or that it reflects a prehistoric traumatic event in the life of protohumans, is more questionable; we shall explore this in Chapter Eight.9 Carl Gustav Jung (1875—1961) began his researches under Freud’s direction, but later broke with him over the issue of the primacy of sexuality as the common denominator of myth and dream. His ideas of the collective unconscious as the residuum for all human experience, and of archetypal images as characteristic contents of the unconscious which emerge repeatedly in the psyches of humans everywhere, are his primary contributions to mythology.10 
• Myths are adaptive devices for survival or economic success under particular environmental constraints. The cultural materialist school, of which Marvin Harris (1927-) is a leading exponent, views all human adaptations, myths included, as reflections of the strategies humans need to develop in order to interact with their particular environments. The myths are seen as rationalizations of these strategies, which people would not accept were they not clothed in attractive garb. For example, Harris tries to explain the prohibitions on the eating of pork in Middle Eastern cultures (Jews and Arabs) as a response to the desiccating conditions of the climate of that region during the Holocene epoch, which made it more difficult to raise pigs there.11 
• Myths are attempts to work out a structure which logically explains a people’s place within the universe. This is the position of the Structuralist School of anthropology, the chief exponent of which is Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908—). His perspective was that humans always operate on the basis of logic, and that myths are therefore logical products of human minds endeavoring to structure their relationship to one another, and to their environment. In his view, myths are ”good to think.“12 



For our purposes, we may consider each of these approaches as having value, but I would strongly contend that any unitary approach to myth will be inadequate to cover all situations. In the course of this book, I shall employ all of them, insofar as I consider them appropriate to the particular myths we are studying. There is no reason to assume, as rationalistic science would have us do, that myths may be reduced to any one formula or theoretical perspective. The richness of myths derives in large measure  from their being inherently multidimensional: they are capable of being appreciated and interpreted in many ways at once, without any one perspective being considered the “final” analysis to the exclusion of the others. In some cases, we will be able to determine that one or another of these approaches is preferable to explain something about a particular myth, but myths are always open-ended to new interpretations which do not necessarily invalidate older ones.




Cross-Cultural Comparisons: The Origins of Mortality, and the Magic Flute 

To explore the similarity that can be observed between distant cultures, let us begin by considering the following Blackfoot Indian tale:As they were standing by the river, the first woman asked Old Man, her creator, “How is it? Shall we always live, shall there be no end to it?” And he said, “I have never thought of that. We must decide. I shall take this chip of dried buffalo dung and throw it into the river. If it floats, people will die but in four days become alive again; they will die for only four days. But if it sinks, there will be an end of them.” He tossed the chip into the river and it floated. The woman turned and picked up a stone and said, “No, it is not to be like that. I shall throw this stone into the river, and if it floats we shall live forever, but if it sinks people must die, so that they may feel pity for each other and feel sorrow for each other.” The woman threw the stone into the water and it sank. “There!” said Old Man. “You have chosen. And so that is the way it shall be.”13





Essentially the same myth is told by the Nuer people of southern Sudan, with the sole substitution of a gourd for the piece of buffalo dung and a potsherd for the stone.14 Among the Wemale people of the Indonesian island of Ceram, whose myths we shall study in detail in Chapter Six, there is a similar dialogue between a banana tree and a rock; in this case, the tree prevails, and thus arranges for human propagation, but the rock proclaims that man will also have to die.15 This type of speculation is not limited to so-called “primitive” cultures. Readers familiar with Joyce’s Finnegans Wake may be reminded of the twilight dialogue between Shaun, the stone, who “points the deathbone and the quick are still,” and Shem, the tree, who “lifts the lifewand and the dumb speak.”16

The Blackfeet live on the eastern slopes of the Rockies in Montana and Alberta, and they once hunted buffalo in the Plains. The Nuer are cattle-breeders and raise gourds for vessels; they live in the Nile floodplain where there is little stone, but they make pottery. The Wemale live on the tropical volcanic island of Ceram, where bananas are a mainstay of their diet. It is not difficult to see how the constraints of their environment could have led each of these peoples to select different items to determine the fate of human beings, but it is harder to see how these constraints would have resulted in the similar idea of a dialogue leading to this choice. Appealing to environmental diversity helps us to explain the differences among these three myths, but not the similarities. It is extremely unlikely that these three cultures on three different continents could ever have been in any kind of direct contact with one another to share myths. But the question of human mortality is a central concern of myth in all cultures, as we shall see.

Another example is a story told by the Mehinaku people of the southern part of the Amazon basin. According to these isolated hunter-gatherers, there was a time when the women had control of the ritual life of the tribe and had in their possession large wooden flutes that they played to mediate between the human and the spirit worlds. The men eventually rebelled against this and took possession of the flutes, forbidding the women to view them under the threat of gang rape or even death. The ritual practice associated with this myth continues to the present day, and involves the initiation of boys into the mystery of the flutes.17 Essentially the same story is told by the Wogeo people, who live on a small island north of New Guinea, and it is associated there with a very similar ritual practice—except that in their foundation myth it is the women who made the first flutes who debar other women from them, because a young male character disturbed them.18 Adolescent male Mbuti pygmies of north-central Congo employ enormously long wooden tubes (called molimo) as musical instruments, and they informed Colin Turnbull that they forbid women to observe them when they are brought into the village.19 Turnbull relates, however, that once he became fully familiar with the Mbuti’s ritual life he did observe women singing the molimo songs which he had been led to suppose they were prohibited from knowing.20 Thomas Gregor similarly records that the Mehinaku women are well aware of the flutes kept in the men’s lodges but choose not to reveal their knowledge, to preserve the appearance of gender separation.21 Ian Hogbin indicates that the Wogeo women are also well aware of the flutes and the rituals  surrounding them, and engage in their own rituals in what he regards as a form of mockery of the men’s rites.22 This kind of story is also not restricted to “primitive” cultures: a similar tale about the transfer of magical power from the female to the male domain, via a wind instrument, is at the heart of Eduard Schickaneder’s libretto for Mozart’s The Magic Flute. Once again, it is difficult to imagine direct contact between these four widely dispersed peoples, yet all four of them share the common element of a long, tubular ritual musical instrument which has become the sole social property of the men, especially the young men.

Freudians, no doubt, would have little difficulty in interpreting this as deriving from the universal need of pubescent males to express their sexuality (the hollow flute as a phallic symbol) and to separate from their maternal attachments; indeed, this is precisely how similar initiatory rites in Australia are interpreted by Géza Róheim.23 Yet this approach would overlook the specific ritual functions that the flutes serve—especially in Mbuti culture, where sexually active males are not permitted to carry the molimo trumpet, whose appearance is used as a corrective to divisive forces within adult society.24

Mythologists have long observed these kinds of parallels, and their curiosity about this has led them to struggle to understand what mechanism could account for such a great similarity of detail among myths from such distantly separated cultures. Generally speaking, there have been three solutions proposed to this problem, none of which is necessarily mutually exclusive of any of the others: diffusion, psychic unity, and independent invention.




The Argument for Diffusion 

Diffusionism is the theory that myths, as well as other cultural traits, have been spread from one culture to another over time. Contact between cultures has led to borrowing, in whole or in part, of myths and the beliefs that they reflect. Some researchers, particularly in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century (e.g., Robert Heine-Geldern), were convinced that there were “cultural hearths,” centers of “high” civilization from which myths were diffused over a wide area. In the more extreme statements of the theory, cultural advancements diffused from these centers all over the world.25 This form of hyperdiffusionism was rooted in the political ideology of the time, because it assumed that the distribution of certain myths indicated the social inferiority or superiority of the cultures in which they  were found, depending upon their proximity in time and space to the presumed source of the myths. This view was based upon the experience of the past two thousand years of European and Middle Eastern history, which was the time of the rapid spread of militant Christianity and Islam. Diffusionists presumed that the myths of superior cultures could be forced upon peoples who did not already possess them, or whose myths were inferior —almost in a Darwinian sense of competition and survival of the fittest. These “superior” cultures were almost always identified as European in origin or were claimed to stem from the early civilizations of the Near East Mesopotamia, Egypt, or Syria-Palestine. It is not difficult to see this as thinly veiled ethnocentrism and as a rationalization of colonialism.

In the aftermath of World War II and the collapse of the Nazis’ grandiose political schemes of racial superiority, more careful diffusionist researchers have confined their studies to more limited areas. They have found that many mythological ideas are deeply rooted in a particular region’s cultural and environmental realities. The idea of superior and inferior cultures which are respectively donors and recipients of myth is now rejected by most anthropologists. Franz Boas, the father of cultural relativism, categorically rejected the idea that “the mental character of a primitive tribe is the cause of its low culture.” He suggested instead that variability is more a matter of historical contingency: “no large populations of alien races are placed in a position in which they are socially and politically equal to Whites and enjoy the same opportunities for intellectual, economical, and social development.”26 Anthropologists today prefer to consider all cultures as open-ended systems, potentially capable of adopting ideas from other cultures and working them dynamically into their own myths, sometimes without adopting the underlying beliefs.




Mythic Adaptation: The Story of Santo Cristo 

Even in situations where a foreign mythic structure like Christianity has been imposed upon a native population, the local inhabitants may retain an impressive ability to recast the new symbols into old forms. The following tale, from the Tzeltal Maya of the highlands of southern Mexico, will illustrate this point:Many, very many years ago, men and women only lived to about thirteen or fourfeen years of age. They grew up in two or three weeks and were already old when they reached that age. Those people fought a great  deal among themselves; they were always killing one another. Much blood was spilt and the foul smell of it reached to heaven and annoyed God very much.

God was already much displeased over it, and Santo Cristo (Christ) began advising him that all the men and women should be killed once and for all, so that they should not continue fighting and infesting heaven with the smell of their blood. God then gave Santo Cristo permission to kill all the people. As this one is a very bad person, he was delighted. With his big cape made of reeds, Cristo fulfilled his mission, making torrents of water flow from the reeds. Thus all the earth was flooded, as if it were one great ocean. Naturally, all the people died. Nothing was left, only water.

But as God is good, he gave life again to all the men and women and, of course, that made Cristo sad. Soon he began to beg God for permission to kill all the people again. When Santo Tómas learned of the plot of Santo Cristo he warned God that what he proposed was very bad. He convinced him that it would be much better to let the poor people live out their lives instead of only thirteen or fourteen years. God agreed with Santo Tómas, but he did not know how to tell Cristo that he would not permit him to drown the people as before, especially since Cristo was so determined to do it. Finally, Santo Tómas and God decided to make a fiesta for Cristo and get him drunk on chicha (their fermented ritual drink), as it would be easier to convince him in that state.

The following day all the saints and their wives gathered. They sat down in a circle to drink chica and to chat, as we do when we have a fiesta. But Cristo did not want to participate, and remained outside, looking on. He would not drink any chica, for he said, “I, no; I’m not going to drink your chica because then I shall get drunk and shall not be able to drown all the people of earth tomorrow with my stream of water.”

Cristo resisted all temptation in spite of the fact that God himself, Santo Tómas, and his wife, Santa Maria, explained all the merits of the drink with respect to taste, fragrance, and quality. Cristo paid no attention to them, maintaining himself firm in his plans. But Santo Tómas did not lose hope. He knew that in some way he had to make Santo Cristo drunk, so that he would be unable to carry out his evil intentions. He pondered until finally he found a solution. He made movements like little circles with his right index finger on his other hand and a little cup of aguardiente (a cactus liqueur) or brandy appeared in the palm of his  hand. Until then no one had ever tasted that drink. Santo Tómas invented it to be able to make Cristo drunk. As it tastes much better than chica, not even Cristo could resist it.

Now Santo Tómas, armed with his little cup of brandy, returned to Cristo’s side and offered it to him. At first he refused it but little by little Santo Tómas broke his resistance by making him smell it and describing it, “Very well, I shall take a little drink but just one, only to taste it, ” said Cristo. As is natural, after the first drink he wanted more and more. He continued drinking until very late that night when he was so full and so drunk that he could not drink another drop. Santo Tómas and God also drank much aguardiente but they never get drunk.

When Santo Cristo awoke the next morning, he had a terrible hangover. He looked around him and did not know where he was until he recalled the fiesta of the previous night, but now there was no one around. All the saints had returned to their huts, leaving Cristo alone on the ground. Then he looked down at himself and jumped up in surprise because he saw that he was naked. The night before his companions had undressed him, and he was so drunk that he was not even aware of it. Now upon fending himself naked, he began to run in search of the saints to ask them where they had hidden his clothes.

Santo Cristo was not so much worried about the loss of his clothes as of his cape of reeds, which he needed to throw over the earth the water with which to put an end to the lives of the people. By simply shaking the cape, torrents of water burst forth from every reed. For this reason Cristo went about looking for it with great anxiety. He asked every one of the saints where they had hidden his cape but not one of them answered him. Cristo became desperate; he did not know what to do. Finally, Santo Tómas said to him, “I’m going to tell you where your cape is but even then you will not be able to find it. Last night we tore it to pieces and threw the reeds away over all the hills of the earth.” Because of this there are so many waterholes on the hills, for everywhere that a piece of Cristo’s cape fell, a waterhole appeared.

Upon hearing this, Cristo began to complain bitterly. “Ah,” he said, “Now I cannot drown the people because I haven’t even a cape.” “Instead of paying any attention to his complaints, all the saints jumped on him and tied him with ropes to a post. They tied him well, so that he could never escape, because they knew if he succeeded in untying himself from the post and escaping, then he would again insist on killing all the people. After tying him they took him far away, very far, way beyond where  the sun sets, and there they left him tied to the post, so that he should never return to do harm.

Some years ago a tremor of the earth was felt, as if someone were shaking it. Then all the saints went off to the west where they had left Cristo tied to the post, for they knew that he was trying to escape by breaking his ropes and that because of this the earth shook. Fortunately, Santo Tómas arrived in time to tie him up again with even stronger ropes. They say that roots have sprouted from under the post to hold him more securely. Still the earth continues shaking. Whenever that happens we know that Cristo is trying to free himself from the post.27





This fantastic story recombines elements of biblical tales, particularly the story of Noah and the Flood and Noah’s subsequent drunkenness and disrobing, in a creative fashion that would doubtless have given the Catholic priesthood conniption fits, had they been aware of it.28 But it is true to the structure of mythic imagery, for the motif of drunkenness is often associated with (or is metaphorical for) a flooding of the world. Psychologically, Cristo’s unconscious stupor (in which he is deprived of the opportunity to bring about the Flood) is a kind of drowning of his conscious ego. This is similar to Lucien Lévy—Bruhl’s description of the primitive mind always living in fear of a “lowering of mental level.”29 The motif of nakedness will be considered in more detail in Chapters Four and Five.

The Tzeltal story also gives a bizarre twist to the New Testament story of the Crucifixion, with the figure of Christ tied to a post. Certainly the references to biblical characters owe something to the imposition of Christianity on the Maya following the Spanish conquest. But in addition the myth reflects, as through a glass darkly, an older, pre-European substrate: the widely distributed Aztec—Toltec myth of Quetzalcoatl (Maya: Kukulcan) (Figure 4). This plumed serpent god of the rain, surnamed Ce Acatl (One-Reed), vainly hid himself from the people in his palace. His adversary, Tezcatlipoca (Lord Smoking Mirror), disguising himself as a merchant, magically appeared before Quetzalcoatl and sold him one of his famous obsidian mirrors. Quetzalcoatl became enamored of his reflection, got drunk on chicha, slept with his own sister, and was so ashamed of what he had done that he departed for the east on a raft of serpents, resolving to return on his name day (One-Reed, One-Reed in their double calendar system) to visit disaster on all his people. The Mesoamericans believed that the coincidence of specific days in their calendar were omens of potential world destruction, and that the current world would be destroyed by an earthquake.30

 



Figure 4: Quetzalcoatl, the feathered serpent. Relief from Teotihuacan, Mexico, 4th century A.D. (Corbis)
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One of the ironies of history is that Good Friday in April, 1519, when Cortes landed at Vera Cruz, was one of the unluckiest days in the Aztec calendar. Cortés was mistaken for the fair, bearded god—his arrival certainly was disastrous for all the Native peoples of Mexico. Yet the influence of the older religion lives on. Tezcatlipoca is the master of earthquakes, and the cathedral of St. Thomas, the patron saint of Mexico, was built directly on top of the ruins of his temple in Mexico City. This cathedral survived the major earthquake of 1984 intact while much of the surrounding city was destroyed. So the old god, under a new name, is still proof against earthquakes! While Lafaye31 claims that Santo Tómas was more commonly an alias for Quetzalcoatl himself, the two gods also were referred to as White Tezcatlipoca and Black Tezcatlipoca and were, as we shall later see, close allies in the Aztec creation of the universe. We shall explore the motif of sibling incest in Chapters Eight and Nine.

Another myth probably reflected in the Tzeltal Maya tale is the Quiche Maya story of the third race of men, who were puppets made of wood and  were unable to converse with one another or to worship the gods. The gods resolved to destroy them and sent a flood. Only after this did Tepeu and Gúcumatz create the fourth, modern race of men.32 The number thirteen (the age the people had reached when Santo Cristo would flood them) is a significant symbol in Maya numerology and chronology; it refers to the levels of the heavenly realm, as well as to their calendar. From what we can now read of the Maya writing, internecine warfare was indeed endemic to this area prior to the arrival of the Spanish and their “new” god. The Spanish also introduced hard liquor (agua ardiente), whereas chica is an indigenous drink. Notice that the “sin” which led to the destruction of the third race is their failure to participate in conversation, which as we saw in Chapter One was the fundamental basis of the Maya creation.

This myth demonstrates clearly that even under circumstances of political and religious oppression, people are perfectly capable of taking the myths of the conquerors and realigning them to their own purposes, even blending them with their own. The distinctly negative role assigned to Christ in the myth, and his peculiar crucifixion by the saints themselves, may be a way in which the native people can thumb their noses at the Church while retaining the elements of their pre-Christian polytheistic beliefs. The names have been changed, as they say, to protect the innocent! While we know that diffusion has taken place here, any attempt to allege that it is the main mechanism at work must account for the way in which the myth has been incorporated into the existing mythic structure of the culture that borrowed it, rather than simply assuming that the transmission will be direct and unaltered. Sometimes the character of a people is retained in spite of or even by means of diffusion. This should suggest to us that myth is hardy enough to survive even under the most repressive of political conditions—or even that it must survive if the people for whom it has meaning are to escape extinction themselves. It is almost impossible to conceive of displaced peoples like the Jews, the Gypsies, the Cherokees, or (in the latter half of the twentieth century) the Tibetans surviving long without the strong traditions provided by a living corpus of myth to support them.




The Argument for Psychic Unity 

Psychic unity is the view that there is somehow an underlying connection among all peoples of the world that does not depend upon physical contact between cultures for transmission of ideas. In this view, all cultures  share a common heritage that is maintained as central to the culture and which consciously or unconsciously generates similar mythological images and ideas independent of cultural contact. Variants of this theory suggest that the common ground derives from prehistoric common experience that has somehow become socially, or even genetically encoded. The Swiss psychologist C.G. Jung concluded that the mythological images reside in a collective unconscious, from which they continually rise to the surface of consciousness.33 This collective unconscious differs from Freud’s concept of the Id in that Jung viewed it as a source of wisdom, rather than merely the seat of animal instincts. His conclusions, based upon a lifetime of psychoanalytic research, clinical practice, and self-study, are slowly gaining ground over the more reductionist Freudian interpretations, especially among “New Age” adherents. Some of the latter have extended the theory to suggest that the core concepts around which the myths form are maintained at a superconscious or telepathic level by a network of psychically gifted individuals: supershamans or adepts who have been initiated into the Mysteries.34 These approaches all have in common the idea that mythic imagery is inherent within the human constitution, and its meaning is potentially accessible to people in every culture in the same way, through dreams, rituals, and the retelling of myths.

A serious drawback of this approach is that in its quest for universality, it tends to overlook the sociocultural fabric from which the myths arise. In anthropology, we must always be careful to work from the ethnographic particulars toward generalizations, rather than the reverse. Thus, we shall have to establish the cultural context for each of the myths before we can begin to allege cross-cultural psychic connections between them. Nor is there yet any good genetic basis for assuming that specific mythic structures are hard-wired into our brains. Jung was writing at a time when the belief in a heritable racial consciousness was prevalent. This idea has since fallen out of favor, especially because of its association with Nazi racial propaganda. In his defense, Jung did not actively embrace the extremes of racial theory. He abhorred Nazism, and he professed not to know the ultimate origin of the contents of the collective unconscious.

However, there is some new biochemical evidence that suggests that the capacity for mythic imagination is indeed heritable and resides in the deep structures of the brain. Anthony Stevens argues that instinctive reactions may be responsible for certain deeply ingrained symbols: for example, the well-documented aversion of primates to snakes may condition the frequent appearance of ophidian symbols in myths and dreams.35Researchers investigating the development of neuronal connections within the brain have also found evidence of consistent “packets” or “modules” of neurons that may turn out to be the physical correlate to the archetypes. 36 Whether this provides any evidence for psychic contact between adepts of different cultures is far from being proven, yet at the very least it would provide a common framework for cross-cultural understanding if individuals of different traditions happened to meet and share one another’s stories.

Similarities perceived under this explanation, either within or between myths, are referred to as isomorphisms. Isomorphism is a device that compares things that appear alike in form, even though very different in scale. Certainly the easiest way for us to first grasp difficult concepts is to form analogies to that which we already know. Isomorphism is often used to teach popular science: for example, the structure of the Niels Bohr model of the atom, with its electrons orbiting a central nucleus, is isomorphous to the structure of the solar system. Despite the fact that physicists now conceive of electrons as probability states rather than particles, the image is still a useful model. The anthropologist Clifford Geertz has suggested that mythological structures function for cultures in two ways, as models of and as models for reality. In the first case, the myth describes the way the universe factually appears to be; in the second, it models the way in which a universe peopled by humans of that culture ought to be.37 Isomorphisms can be used for both functions, but it is with the second function that we are most concerned, for this book is an anthropological approach to myth, not a text in astrophysics. Isomorphisms used in this way do not necessarily imply causality, but rather posit a set of perceived relationships which are useful in establishing cultural values.

This acausal kind of connection, referred to as synchronicity in the writings of C.G. Jung,38 was common in late Medieval European natural philosophy, where it was called the “Doctrine of Signatures.” The rationalistic science of the Enlightenment made much of its ability to debunk the factual claims of the Doctrine of Signatures as a model of the universe, since it was often possible to disprove the validity of its associations on the basis of cause and effect reasoning. For example, astrology, which appears to posit a geocentric universe, was (and still is) the target of scientific derision. But this should not prevent us from exploring cultural contexts in which astrological symbols are active components in the life of the imagination. As Jung points out: I do not hesitate to take the synchronistic phenomena that underlie astrology seriously. Just as there is an eminently psychological reason for the existence of alchemy, so too in the case of astrology. Nowadays it is no longer interesting to know how far these two fields are aberrations; we should rather investigate the psychological foundations on which they rest.39





But only in the most superficial, mechanistic sense was the Doctrine of Signatures ever intended to imply linear causality. Instead, it functioned as a gigantic metaphor, a model for, whose real purpose was to structure human behavior within the context of the perceptible universe. Science has not succeeded in replacing that function of the older system; it tells us what we might do in the universe but not why we should or should not do it.




The Argument for Independent Invention 

Independent invention is the concept that different cultures are likely to devise similar structures, whether in myth or in other aspects of social life, not because they have borrowed them from each other or because they are in psychic or unconscious contact, but simply because the number of possible solutions to the perennial questions of human existence are rather few. Consequently, alert minds in any culture will have hit upon very similar conclusions in the course of time, because these conclusions work well to explain, and ultimately to control, observed phenomena. In some cases, the similarities may be attributed to peoples living in similar environments in different parts of the world, as Fontenelle and Vico suggested. For example, both the Blackfeet and the Nuer live in plains environments with large herd animals, while the Mbuti, the Wogeo, and the Mehinaku (but certainly not late eighteenth century Austrians!) live in tropical rainforests. This view assumes that myth operates at a fully conscious level, and that it involves mental facilities identical to those which have produced science in our culture. Of course, modern science is much more effective at controlling nature than is myth—or at least it seems to be so in the material world. Myth, in the view of this theory, is simply to be regarded, as Frazer regarded magic, as “failed science.”40 It is therefore irrelevant to the present and the future, except as a historical curiosity; it shows how clever ancient men were, as a rationalization of how clever we are!

One of the chief proponents of this idea in anthropology has been Claude Lévi-Strauss. He based his conclusions upon his own fieldwork in Amazonia and British Columbia, as well as extensive research into the myths of Native peoples in both North and South America. He considered it essential to recognize that peoples living in technologically uncomplicated societies are every bit as capable of intellectualization and logical reasoning as philosophers in Western civilization.41 Lévi-Strauss hastens to add that, though the logical abilities of “savages” are equivalent to our own, the premises upon which their logic is based are often factually incorrect. This view has gone a long way to dispel the earlier notions of cultural superiority and inferiority, for there is no doubt that in every culture there are at least some individuals who possess formidable intellectual strengths. However, it is unlikely that this has ever been the case for the majority of people in any culture, including our own. Lévi-Strauss has been justly criticized for overemphasizing the intellectual aspect of myths at the expense of their emotionally evocative qualities. He favors structure over affect.42 This makes his explanations of mythic similarities intellectually interesting, but often they are rather dry. Myths are not only good to think; they are also good to feel!

While there is no doubt that similar circumstances have conditioned similar behaviors among peoples in many parts of the world, one of the chief problems with independent invention is the degree of fine-grained detail that can be observed between myths in separate cultures. There is no obvious rational reason why, for example, flutes should be associated with the emergence of male sovereignty, or why the onset of human mortality should be initiated by a dialogue, in the myths of so many different cultures. Independent inventionists tend to attribute these similarities to pure chance, but the more comparative evidence that emerges, the harder it becomes to maintain chance as the sole explanation for mythic analogues between cultures.

At this point in our study, I would advise the reader not to attempt to choose among these alternatives as an overall approach to myth. Each of them has its strengths and weaknesses, and sometimes one of them may be more useful than the others in explaining a particular myth or a segment of a myth. Sometimes this will not be possible, and it must be used in combination with the others. I would instead ask the reader to keep an open mind and to become familiar with each of these theories as potential tools for understanding myths. At the very least, you should suspend judgment on this question until we have considered all the evidence. Above all, what  you need is an ability to pay attention to the details, and a willingness to try to understand each myth within its cultural context as well as within the larger picture of world myth. Your skills in these areas may be small in scope at first, but by the end of our mythic journey you should be well equipped to use them whenever you encounter new myths, and also when the events around you take on a mythic resonance—as they surely will!
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