With reference to one text, discuss the ways in which an engagement with critical debate has shaped your understanding of that / those texts.   - The Homeric Hymn to Demeter 

- background and context 
 The Homeric Hymn to Demeter is a piece of poetry written by the Greek poet Homer, it is written as a story explaining the movement of the seasons and how they came about. The poem describes Persephone picking flowers in the meadows, she gained the attention of Hades who decides to take her down to his realm. The poem mentions Helios spotting the event from above while he is pulling his sun chariot across the sky. Hades asked Zeus to give him Persephone and Zeus agreed, signifying this as a marriage, despite Persephone not wanting to go. When Demeter hears about the disappearance of her daughter she tries to find out what happened, when no one would tell her she turned to grieving. Details of her grief are shared in the poem. Eventually Hekate finds Demeter and tells her what she knows, though she didn’t know who had taken her. Demeter then turns to Helios, asking him for answers, Helios respects Demeter and informs her of what Zeus had done. Demeter travels to a town and meets a kind lady who gives her a place to stay and allows her to watch over her child, to thank the woman Demeter puts the child in the fire in order to give it immortality, however she is caught by the mother who is horrified as she does not understand what is happening, Demeter grows angry and reveals her identity before leaving the town. After leaving, Demeter continued to isolate in her grief, she refused to let seeds grow, depriving mortals of food. Many Gods tried to persuade her to stop but she refused to let there be a harvest unless her daughter was shown to her. Realising this the Gods sent Hermes to try and persuade Hades into letting Demeter see Persephone. Hearing what was going on Hades agreed to let Persephone visit her mother, he gave her a pomegranate to eat which she did. Persephone came to Demeter and explained everything that had happened, including about the Pomegranate. Zeus sent a messenger to make a deal with them, it was decided that since Persephone ate part of the pomegranate she would spend part of the year with Hades and the rest above land with the others. This deal was agreed upon and Demeter let the Harvest continue once more. This in turn describes the seasons of the world. (“Homeric Hymn to Demeter,” n.d.)

Issues and contentions
The gender dynamics present in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter have been noticed by and sparked interest from various scholars and show distinct differences between the male and female perspectives in the myth.
Most Ancient Greek works are known to be very masculine, whether that’s following a male character, written by a man or from a male perspective, or being made for a male audience. It was rare for written works to gain popularity if written from a female perspective judging from the small amount we have. The Homeric Hymn to Demeter is very unusual in that it is a Greek myth told from the female perspective which raises a few questions, some of which I will mention in following paragraphs.
According to Dundes, it is very important to take into account the fact that the Homeric Hymn to Demeter is considered a religious text or sacred narrative. The reason this is important is that rather than be taken as a story with no serious meaning the messaging behind the text will have been very meaningful to those reading it in Ancient Greece, similarly to the bible for Christians it may have been used to spread awareness of wrong doing and explain why some things are not right. (Dundes, 1984)

Thesis 
The critical debates relating to The Hymn to Demeter that focus on the gendered aspects of the writing, such as the different dynamics and the female perspective, demonstrate how the myth supports the patriarchal Greek society. 
I am reading from a version of the Homeric Hymn to Demeter translated by Gregory Nagy. (“Homeric Hymn to Demeter,” n.d.)

Point - 
It is more common for Ancient Greek mythology to be written from a male perspective which makes the Homeric Hymn to Demeter stand out being one of the rare few written from a female perspective. The poem follows Demeter's search for her daughter after her abduction. Some scholars have noted “the Hymn’s intensely female subject matter and subject positions” (Suter, 2005, page 71). From this speculation has spread that the original writer of the Hymn to Demeter may have been female. Suter suggests that the poem was written with the intention of being performed for a female audience. Though hearing a female perspective was rare, female poets did exist in Ancient Greece. Some of these poets, referenced by Suter, include Sappho, Korinna, Nossis and Erinna. As suggested by Suter, a female author would explain some raised questions about the power Demeter wields against Zeus. (Suter, 2005)

Point -  
The Homeric Hymn to Demeter clearly shows differences in the way male and female characters describe events, this is also clear in debates and interpretations of the poem. The male characters in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter are shown to describe the event as a legal marriage consented to by the father Zeus. Alternatively, Demeter is shown to turn to grieving, implying that this is seen as a kidnapping or death of her daughter Persephone. It is also referred to as the rape of Persephone by Nanci Debloois (DeBloois, 1997). Debloois cites Gould who says of Ancient Greece texts that they are the “product of men and addressed to men in a male dominated world. It takes the assumptions of the masculine order of things for granted.” (Gould, cited by Debloois, 1997, page 245) Regardless of the gender of the original writer, it holds true that this piece of poetry gives us a glimpse into the female perspective of the world. Debloois draws attention to the imagery of rape, marriage and death, which appear in the poem. Debloois states that the author of the poem uses this imagery to suggest and enhance the audiences understanding of the different perspectives. (DeBloois, 1997)
In Politics and Pomegranates: An Interpretation of The Homeric Hymn to Demeter by Marylin Arthur it is mentioned that rivalry between the male and female Gods has been a clear theme from the start, referring to both Homer and Hesiod’s works and mentioning the theme within them. Arthur notes Homer and Hesiod as having given the Greeks their Gods, the prevalence of male dominance themes in their writing could also be shown as a reason that this theme is so widespread, it could have been seen as a starting point and a base note for how these kinds of writing were made and carried on. Arthur brings up The Homeric Hymn to Apollo, mentioning the theme continuing in this writing. She notes that the story of Apollo’s oracle is heavily dependant on the defeat of the female rival and that without it Apollo could not have succeeded, this once more puts emphasis on the patriarchal themes of Ancient Greece. (Arthur, 2013)
Point -  
The myth holds authority since it is a religious text, messaging within the myth is therefore important and must be considered in relation to audience perspectives.
Early scholarship from Walton written in 1952 raises the debate of the use of the Hymn to Demeter within the Eleusinian mystery cult. He seems to argue that it likely had liturgical use at some point during the festivals, though he questions why there is a large gap in Athenian texts that make no reference to the poem. This also draws back to the point Suter made about the reason behind the making of the poem, as a work written by a women for the view of women it may have held no interest to the wider patriarchal society of Greece. (Walton, 1952)
What sort of message is there for girls and women?  
This Poem shows the patriarchal society of Ancient Greece but also notes the importance of self-advocacy and standing up for things that are not right as Demeter did. It could also teach younger girls about the wedding rites of the times. 
In a study by Virginia White named ‘A Study of Female Agency in The Homeric Hymn
 to Demeter through Word and Illustration’, White brings up the importance of a mothers consent in marriage as well as the power Demeter held that Zeus did not. She also speaks on the concept of marriage as a contract, in the myth Persephone is treated like an object that can be given by Zeus, she mentions that this incites a debt system in which Hades would be indebted to Zeus for the gift of giving him Persephone. In the acts of Demeter there is also teaching that it is not right for women to be seen as objects for men and the pain that acts such as forced marriage without consent of the mother and daughter can bring. White also talks about Zeus gaining a connection to the underworld through Persephone, while most Gods are unable to access the underworld (not including Hermes who has a few jobs down there) Hades debt for having Persephone would give Zeus a way to bridge across, therefore giving him even more power above the other Gods. Persephone being married off to Hades also signifies Demeter’s aging as she would no longer be considered a mother, White comments on this connecting to the mortal mothers of Ancient Greece as they would also someday face the ordeal of losing a child to marriage, making Demeter a relatable character to  listen to in this narrative. (White, n.d.)
Point -  
Female character presentation can influence readers.
There is a project by the title of ‘Changing the Status Quo: Industry Leaders’ Perceptions of Gender in Family Films’ started years ago and still continuing now by a lady named Geena Davis. This site covers a range of topics and projects revolving around female presentation in media. One of these projects was studying how the representation of women in children’s media has changed between 2018 to 2023. This project was called ‘See Jane’ and is repeatedly annually. A big finding in this project was that the majority of roles cast in children’s media were male focused, in 2023 focusing on English only shows the gap was as large as 15%. Going back through the other annual ‘See Jane’ projects it is clear that there has become more female presentation in children’s media as time goes on, likely in an attempt to better represent and influence the younger female viewers. Following this trend back all the way to Ancient Greece it’s easy to assume that there likely wasn’t much female representation in media at all. (“Changing the Status Quo,” n.d.). Relating this to the topic, the Homeric Hymn to Demeter being one of the few writings with larger female representation would likely have been a very big deal to the women of Ancient Greece, inspiring the younger girls and teaching them that they also have power even in the patriarchal setting of Ancient Greece.
The Homeric Hymn to Demeter and various interpretations of this myth have been an interest of mine for a good few years, however before engaging with the debates I mainly focused on the male perspective, seeing it as a love story despite knowing Persephone was initially kidnapped. Since reading into it more I have found more interest in the female perspective and how different it is, I still do enjoy the love story aspect that is often shown in modern media, but the debates have changed my understanding and perspective in a way that makes me wonder how it may have done the same for the women of Ancient Greece.
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