[bookmark: _Int_2fEIP3pm][bookmark: _Int_GkacIIeM]“Myths are a product of a specific time and place”. Discuss the extent to which this statement is valid in relation to Chapter One of the ‘The Huainanzi’.

Myth is a genre of storytelling that is highly disputed as it is difficult to define. For the purpose of this essay and the chosen text, a myth is a story utilised as “a technique for handling the unknown, for naming the unknown” (Cook,1980). This is not a comprehensive definition of a myth however it allows for the exploration of an aetiological myth. To address the importance of time and place to myth, a Chinese creation myth told in the first chapter of the Huainanzi will be explored. To investigate the connection between time and myth, the context of production and reception as well as religion and politics will be considered. The impact of place will be discussed through the geographical references within the Huainanzi.

[bookmark: _Int_bqYBDSo7][bookmark: _Int_U1TqYlk4]The Huainanzi was written during the Western Han Dynasty which reigned between 206 BCE and 9 CE (Zürn, 2020). The political guide was completed in c.139 BCE. In its modern formatting it consists of 21 chapters: these chapters deal with both human and cosmic principles (Rom, 2017). The Huainanzi was composed in the court of the King of Huainan Liu An, who was the uncle of Emperor Wu. A gift to his nephew, the Huainanzi was described as the final summation of human knowledge as well as the comprehensive knowledge of both the human realm and cosmic principles (Zürn, 2020). This connection of the human realm (Earth) and cosmic principles is introduced in the first chapter which details the creation or origin of the universe. Whilst this first chapter is being considered as creation myth, some argue it technically has no creation as it is “self-generated and self-generating" (Goldin, 2008).  The myth explores ‘the Way’ or ‘Dao’ and how it “cannot be fathomed” (Major et al., 2010). ‘The Way’ refers to the order of the universe and how “it endows and bestows the Formless”, this alludes to shaping the natural chaotic state of the universe (the formless) into the world known by the Western Han Dynasty (Major et al., 2010).

[bookmark: _Int_pwJ2MVC9][bookmark: _Int_X2IVbmFN][bookmark: _Int_cevbRUmS]The Huainanzi was compiled in the court of Lui An and was presented to Emperor Wu in 139 BCE. Lui An while involved in its creation did not work alone, with a group of scholars contributing to the writing of the Huainanzi (Major et al., 2010). However, the ideas presented in the book are not original thought as it incorporates passages from pre–Han Dynasty writing and Daoist concepts such as ‘The Way’ (Zürn, 2020). The authorship of the Huainanzi highlights the importance of time to myth as the scholars at Lui An’s court built upon preexisting ideas and stories. In 164 BCE, Liu An was given his father's title of King of Huainan however, the kingdom was significantly smaller due to the political unrest under Emperor Jing. It is though that the Huainanzi was written during this tumultuous time period as a response to leadership and was presented to the young Emperor Wu in an attempt to gain influence at court (Major et al., 2010). The Huainanzi is a political guide that was thought to be the enduring guide for sagely rule that would usher in an eternal golden age (Rom, 2017 and Hamm, 2021). Created as a 21-chapter summation of knowledge of the human realm and cosmic principles, the Huainanzi may have potentially had a ritualistic function in the imperial court at Chang'an (Rom 2017 and Zürn, 2020). The Huainanzi was written within the socio-political context of the Han Dynasty and was influenced by personal ambition, Daoist philosophies and previous versions of myths. This specific combination of factors led to its creation making myths entirely a product of both time and place. 

[bookmark: _Int_iJoBu7aa][bookmark: _Int_F5VIUi8h]Myths are a product of time and place so therefore are received within that context, however myths are still being interpreted in a modern context. The Huainanzi was received by Emperor Wu in 139 BCE and is thought to have been read aloud during Liu An’s imperial visit (Major et al., 2010). Emperor Wu was an active Emperor who did not wish to be only a ritual head as was expected of emperors (Scheidel, 2014). The emperor was part of religious reforms that sought to place him at the centre. As he sought personal immortality, the emperor eagerly pursued the worship of spirits making religion a central political issue (Robinson, 2018). This personal interest in myths would have given political importance to the Huainanzi which is thought to have been placed in the Han Imperial Library which has allowed it to survive. It was only in 2010, that the Huainanzi, regarded as fundamentally important to Chinese history, was fully translated into English (Major et al, 2010). This limited the audience that could understand the text therefore adding a language barrier to myth. Another factor that potentially influenced the reception of the Huainanzi was Liu An’s suicide in 122 BCE as he was found guilty of gross impropriety, this may have impacted its use in the political sphere (Major et al., 2010). It is important to note that the first chapter of Huainanzi was not the only myth surrounding creation as China’s a diverse landscape (Goldin, 2008). One other version of creation is the Pangu myth which still incorporates the idea of chaos before creation of the universe. Pangu is culturally valued as “he has become rooted in Chinese cultural consciousness as creator god” (Liu, 2022). Modern ideas of creation include the Big Bang Theory which originated from Hubble’s observation that the universe is expanding in 1928 (Louis, 2021). Creation myths are aetiological and are unique to the situation in which they are created and received which is why even within the same place ideas vary.

[bookmark: _Int_JBq9uq5V][bookmark: _Int_reUSjIXC][bookmark: _Int_06o5rTnC]Religion is an essential component of the production of the Huainanzi, its Daoist influences are clear in the first chapter “Originating the way” which hoped to dissuade Emperor Wu from Confucianist thought (Major et al., 2010). Daoism is a school of thought that is peculiar to China and promotes harmony (Wu Wei) and a holistic worldview (Hamm 2021 and Liu, 2022). This is seen in the first chapter when the “August Lords” were able to “attain harmony” and “harmonized yin and yang” (Major et al., 2010). Daoist philosophy is also observed in the composition of the text as it embodies ‘The Way’ (Zürn, 2020). Today, China is officially an atheist state that acknowledges the folklore and mythology of China (Liu, 2022). However, this was not always the case as there were “antireligious attitudes that all Chinese governments showed throughout the twentieth century” (Weller, 2011). During the cultural revolution between 1966 and 1976, Mao identified four problems “Old Ideas, Old Culture, Old Habits and Old Customs”. This state rejection of mythology and religion lasted until after Mao’s death when his successor, Deng Xiaoping, began a programme of cultural restoration (Liu, 2022). Modern China’s religious landscape is drastically different than the one Liu An knew during the Western Han Dynasty. Myth is shaped by the religious landscape and after the destruction bought by cultural revolution myth can only be reconstructed (Liu, 2022). 

[bookmark: _Int_fmUqaHtr][bookmark: _Int_0hoZ0gSR][bookmark: _Int_XPcYMltQ][bookmark: _Int_rg9gInGd][bookmark: _Int_OC1HgFWa][bookmark: _Int_jLHfr8V5][bookmark: _Int_YzrlnehF][bookmark: _Int_tIqdYg6I][bookmark: _Int_yGqdl8fj]Another area that influences the Huainanzi is geography or place. Throughout the Huainanzi there are geographical references such as the “four directions", "eight end points”, “four seas”, “six coordinates”, “four corners”, “central axis”, “mount Kunlun”, “eight outlying regions” and “nine fields of heaven” (Major et al., 2010). The four directions refer to the four cardinal directions: north, east, south and west. In Chinese mythology, each direction is represented by a mythological creature, north is the Black Tortoise (Xuanwu), east is the Azure Dragon (Qinglong), south is the Vermilion Bird (Zhuque), and west is the White Tiger (Baihu). These guardians of the four directions are a “reminder of the interconnectedness of nature and the cosmos” a philosophy central to Daoist thought (Chinese Mythology Worldwide,2024 a). The eight end points may relate to the cardinal and intercardinal directions. It may also be referring to the Eight Trigrams or “Bagua” (八卦) which provides an understanding and explaining of the cosmos. The Eight Trigrams were first documented in the book of changes in the Zhou Dynasty (Chinese Mythology Worldwide,2024 b). The references to direction whilst not unique to China are not fully understood outside of China due to their cultural and mythological significance. The four seas referenced in the Huainanzi relate to the ancient Chinese perspective of the boundaries of China (Chinese Thought, n.d.). The Huainanzi states the way “encompasses all within the Four Seas”, this is linked to the idea of Tianxia (all under heaven) (Major et al., 2010 and Chinese Thought, n.d.). Mount Kunlun is today a mountain range in the northeast of China, however in mythology it was the home of gods believed to be an axis mundi where Heaven and Earth met (Liu, 2022). The use of place references in the Huainanzi that are shaped by societal and individual beliefs gives power to the myth and instils place with meaning (Essebo, 2019). The origin myth presented in the Huainanzi is a product of specific places as the cultural meaning stems from Chinese societal thought.

[bookmark: _Int_cLVfhSro]To conclude, myth is entirely a product of a specific time and place however myths are not limited to their time or place of production. The Huainanzi was written in the era of the Western Han Dynasty and so its production was influenced by both Emperor Jing and Emperor Wu’s actions. The time period also affected the reception of the text as it changed as time progressed: from 139 BCE with political issues such as Liu An’s suicide, Emperor Wu’s search for immortality and the cultural revolution. The 2010 English translation of the Huainanzi also impacted the reception of text by increasing access to the Huainanzi. The Huainanzi was produced in the Western Han Dynasty but its content (the myths) are timeless. The use of culturally significant place references in the Huainanzi displays the importance of the Chinese societal thought to understanding the geographical references. The Huainanzi was written during and for the Western Han Dynasty and its ideas arise from a culmination of previous myths and schools of thought such as Daoism from the time period. Myth is inextricably linked to time and place however myths also endure as illustrated by the creation myth in the Huainanzi.
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