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CHAPTER TWO

Myth, Symbolism,
and Worldview

Tales, legends, proverbs, riddles, adages, and myths make up what anthropologists ¢t
folklore, an important subject for the study of culture. Because of its sacred nature, myt:
is especially significant in the analysis of comparative religion. Fundamental to the defin:
tion of myths are the community’s attitudes toward them. Myths are narratives that ax
held to be sacred and true; thus, they often are core parts of larger ideological system
(Oring 1986: 124). Myths are set outside of historical time, usually at the beginning of tim
up to the point of human creation, and they frequently account for how the world can
to be in its present form. Many of the principal characters are divine or semi-divine; mos
are not human beings but animals or cultural heroes with human attributes. The plac
time, and manner in which a myth is performed may be special, and even the languag:
in which it is expressed may be out of the ordinary. Elliott Oring considers the famili
story of Adam and Eve as an example:

For those who hold the story to be both sacred and true, the activities of this primordial
couple, in concert with beguiling serpent and deity, explain fundamental aspects of wor¥
order: why the serpent is reviled, why a woman is ruled by her husband and suffers in
childbirth, why man must toil to live—and most importantly—how sin entered the work
and why man must die. (Ibid.)

To the anthropologist or folklorist, it is of no consequence whether the myth is objectiv® b
or scientifically true. What matters is its validity in its own cultural context. All of thest
characteristics distinguish myth from other forms of folk narrative, such as legend &~
folktale (Bascom 1965).

Beyond shagins worldview and explaining the origins of human existence, myths “b:
serve as authoritative precedents that validate social norms. One of the founding figu™
;:;hm'pology, Bronislaw Malinowski, described myth as a social “charter”—a model **

avior:

[Myth] is a statement of primeval reality which lives in the institutions and pursuits .0‘
a community. It justifies by precedent the existing order and it supplies a retrost e
pattern of moral values, of sociological discriminations and burdens and of magical et
belief. . . . The f.unction of myth is to strengthen tradition and to endow it with a sn:.:
value and prestige by tracing it back to a higher, better, more supernatural, and m%
effective reality of initial events. (1931: 640-41)

yths .r

Some anthropologists appl .  and see M

: ‘ y a psychological approach to myth analysis an -

symbolic expressions qf sibling rivalry, male-ferl:\l:;le tensions),, and other themes- 2:: o

- uctu- ral a',“_h' opo logists such as Claude Lévi-Strauss—view myths as cultural m:ﬂ !
resolving critical binary oppositions (life-death, matrilineal-patrilineal, nature-<t!""

16



)
InTRODUCTION | ¥/

serve as models for members of a society (Hunter and Whitten 1976: 280-81). Whether 1n
Jjudeo-Christian and Muslim cultures, where myths have been transcribed to fqrm the
Torah, Bible, and Koran, or in other, less familiar cultures, these sacred narratives §hll serve
their time-honored function for the bulk of humanity as the basis of religious belief. What
is important to remember is that myths are considered to be truthful accounts.o.f the past,
whether transmitted orally in traditional societies or through the scriptural writings of the
so-called great religions. \ A

The scholarly study of myth has been important in the West since the time of the
ancient Greeks. To Plato we owe the confusion over the meaning of the word :nyfh, ai
he felt it was synonymous with falsehood or lie. Indeed, the use of myth to mean fall.ag}'
continues today, in clear contrast to the way anthropologists and other scholars of religion
use the term. We can credit the anthropologists of the early 20th century with drawing
attention to how myth functions in actual societies, rather than regarding myths as texts
from the past. Distinctive to the anthropological approach to myth is an emphasis upon
culture-specific meanings. This perspective differs from that of popular myth theorist
Joseph Campbell, whose compelling books and television appearances have inspired
many in the United States. Influenced greatly by psychologist Carl Jung, Campbell’s goal
was to uncover common symbols and themes that lie beneath the mythic traditions of all
the world’s cultures. Today, the study of myth remains multidisciplinary, with important
contributions continuing in the fields of anthropology, folklore, literary studies, psychol-
ogy, and religion.

The study of symbolism, too, is vital to the study of religion. In fact, “the human
beings who perform the rituals . . . , and those who are ostensibly a ritual’s objects, are
themselves representations of concepts and ideas, and therefore symbolic” (La Fontaine
1985: 13). Anthropology has been less than clear in its attempt to define the meaning of
this important concept. Minimally, a symbol may be thought of as something that rep-
resents something else. The development of culture, for example, was dependent on
human beings having the ability to assign symbolic meanings of words—to create and
use a language. Religion is also a prime example of humanity’s proclivity to attach
symbolic meanings to a variety of behavior and objects. “The object of symbolism,”
according to Alfred North Whitehead, “is the enhancement of the importance of what
is symbolized” (1927: 63).

'Tl.1at anthrogological interest in the topic of symbolism had its start with the study of
.rehgnous behavior is not surprising, especially in light of the plethora of symbols present
in religious objgcts and oe're{nonies.' Reflect for a moment on any religious service. Imme-
diately on entering the building, be it a church, synagogue, or mosque, one is overwhelmed
by symbolic objects—the Christian cross, the Star of David, paintings, statues, tapestries
and assorted ceremonial paraphernalia—each representing a religious principle. Fittingly'
Clifford f;eertz has noted that a religious system may be viewed as a “cluster of sacred'
2’;\:::58 ‘;1895587;:&;4:;)3:1*:‘ tt:: well-defined symbols in mathematics and the physical
Turner’s concept ogf the n):ultiv;c:fiscm:aetun:?; (sh“e;e?t fol:n}s and meanings: witness
meanings). ymbols (their capacity to have many

More than a simple reminder of som s hi
symbols are often c‘:msidered to posses: :er::\:vee:sgfcfto?cfea("m,‘::,g;;n 2 h‘sk?ry' religious
spiritual world itself. The symbols provide people with an emoti emamh“$ from the
commitment to their particular belief system, telling them wh 'on'al ael. insellactual
:‘;:i;z. c&lllecut‘ievely and individually, and hel'ping tﬁem confor::\ ‘tso '3:50 S50, lx

. Durkheim accounted for the uni : e group’s value
universality of symbols by arguing that a society
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kept its value system through their use; that is, thg sym:‘ols‘stg(‘):i' fm (hL revereq

Without the symbols, the values and, by extension, the society’s existence yq,;
thmbj\l;et:fsymbolsl and related activities su.ch as rituals and_ the arts are fo.rms of hyp,,
symbolic action. All contribute to commumc'atmg and ma!gng real a particular View
the world, a view that makes sense and is believable to Rartxapants. Anthropologists ..
to these frameworks as worldviews: all-encompassing pictures of reality, based on ¢,
assumptions about how the world works (Lavenda and Schu!tz 2010: 68), and shapeg S
our social, economic, and political positions. Because worldvnev.vs convey deep senge
reality—of what fundamentally is—we can understand that religion involves more 4,
what one “should do” or “ought to do,” those moral requirements that our own culty,
biases may lead us to see most clearly. In a classic article included in this chapter, Cliffo,:
Geertz distinguishes between these two impulses in religion. He uses the term efhos ,
refer to attitudes, styles, and moral obligations associated with a culture or religie
Worldview, on the other hand, is a people’s “picture of the way things, in sheer actualin
are, their concept of nature, of self, of society. It conveys their most comprehensive idex
of order” (Geertz 1957: 421-22.) The cosmos, characters, and themes presented in myt:
condensed in symbols, and enacted in ritual and the expressive arts contribute to th
vivid real-ness and apparent naturalness of worldview.

Using a variety of approaches to the study of myth, symbol, and worldview, the art-
cles selected for this chapter clearly show the importance of these topics to the study of
comparative religion. We begin with examples of two contrasting approaches to myt:
within the field of anthropology. The excerpt by John Beattie illustrates the functionals
approach, with its attention to the close relationship between myth and social organiz>
tion. In contrast, Kirin Narayan’s account of myth as told and understood by a loc
participant illustrates a deeply ethnographic approach to interpretation.

In the third article, Eric Wolf explores a si i istorically significa®
e p single, multifaceted, and historically signi

Chffor:i Geer.tz‘s influential 1957 article, “Ethos, World-View and the Analysis of Sacred
?{:\bol_& contributed concepts that would shape anthropology for many years to com

: P‘:al’tl(lle‘e'il:aws‘» its examples from shadow-puppet theater in Indonesia. _
Sl ori gm;ly; = Daugherty’s case study of snake-handling congregations in West Virg""™*
L Daugh y aﬂtten "t‘h 1976, shows the. integration of myth and symbol in religious P"“m,
s 8ymbohe'm;l rgues that snake ha.ndlmg is a form of sacrament, a religious ceremony thet

cally expresses the relationship between believers and Jesus.
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