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Title:  Compare and contrast two sky myths from two different cultures

Introduction
This essay aims to investigate ways in which sky myths from different cultures have been studied, explained, and understood, by comparing and contrasting two sky myths.  One myth is from Japan, and relates the story of an argument between the goddess of the sun, Amaterasu and her brother Susa-no-o, which results in her hiding away;  the other is from the Cherokee tribe of Native American Indians, and tells of the mourning of the goddess of the sun for her daughter, resulting in her hiding away.  Myth has been considered in a wide range of ways: Edwin Krupp wrote that ‘Sky tales operate symbolically to reveal how the cosmos works and what our place in the universe may be’, while in the view of Max Muller (1823-1900), cited by Michael Witzel, myths are no more than ‘a storage device in Stone Age societies without script’.[footnoteRef:1]  This paper proposes to examine the possibility of a position that allows for an element of description and explanation of the phenomena of the sky, yet also taking into account the details that may be expressive of both a universal and richly meaningful and culturally local human response to the sky.  The discussion will focus on two similarities between the two myths; the basic story-line of a hidden sun, and the gender of the sun goddess. These myths will be considered in the light of three theories regarding the nature of mythology:  the theories of the early ethnologists, such as Edward Tylor (1832-1917) and James Frazer (1854-1941), who considered that mythology showed a record of the evolutionary progress of civilization from primitive error towards scientific rationality;  later theories of psychologists such as Carl Jung (1875-1961), who sought evidence in mythology for the workings of what he termed ‘the collective unconscious’; and the structuralist approach of Claude Levi-Strauss (1908-2009), which held that all mythology held fundamental logical structures in common, regardless of the specific cultural details.  The fact that the two chosen sky myths came from societies that are geographically and historically distant, and culturally distinct suggests that they are unlikely to have influenced each other directly through diffusion: therefore any similarities of structure and thought may be useful in considering the existence of an underlying unity or universal thread in the stories concerning the relationship between humans and the sky. [1: Edwin Krupp, Beyond the Blue Horizon, (Oxford University Press, 1991) p.2; Michael Witzel, The Origins of the World’s Mythologies, (Oxford Scholarship Online, 2013), [accessed 2/12/2020], [hereafter Witzel, The Origins of the World’s Mythologies]. p.21.] 


Amaterasu
The myth concerning Amaterasu was first recorded in a book called the Kojiki in the eighth century CE, and tells, among other things, of the way the sun goddess was frightened by the wild and destructive behaviour of her brother, Susa-no-o and as a result hid in the ‘Cave of Heaven’, sealing herself in with a boulder. [footnoteRef:2]  This was disastrous to earth and heaven, as they were plunged into darkness, so all the other spirits set about tempting her out of the cave with dancing, singing, and laughter.  A great mirror was hung in a tree outside the cave, along with the curved and bejeweled pendants favoured by Amaterasu.  Curious about the gaiety she could hear out in the darkness, she peeped out of the cave, and saw her reflection, which intrigued her so much she left the cave and the world was restored to light and life.  In addition to recording the creation myths of the Japanese, the Kojiki records the genealogy of the various offspring of the heavenly deities, and establishes the lineage of the Japanese ruling family directly from Amaterasu, forming an important validation for the political structure.  The story in the Kojiki relating to Amaterasu is not confined to this incident; however for the purpose of this essay the focus will be on this incident of a hidden female sun goddess who is enticed to re-emerge. [2:  O No Yasumaro, Kojiki, trans. by Gustav Heldt, (Columbia University Press, 2014).] 



The Cherokee myth of the Daughter of the Sun

This myth relates how the sun was grieving because her daughter had been killed.  She went into her house, and the world became dark.  Efforts were made to recover the daughter from the Ghost country, and the daughter was carried off in a box.  However, despite strict instructions not to open the box, the rescuers listened to her pleading for air, opened the box a crack, and the daughter escaped in the guise of a redbird.  The disappointed sun grieved again, weeping tears that threatened to flood the world, so the most attractive young men and women were sent to amuse her with dancing and singing.  Eventually they succeeded and the sun emerged again and shone happily. This myth was first related by James Mooney (1861-1921), an American ethnographer who published an account of his researches into the history, customs and beliefs of the Cherokee tribe in the Myths of the Cherokees.[footnoteRef:3]  His researches were carried out at a time when the life of the tribe had been completely and violently disrupted by the advent of European settlers, to the extent that a large proportion of the tribe had lost the traditional knowledge of their myths and stories.  However Mooney explained that a remnant of the tribe remained in the more remote eastern part of the territory, in the Carolina Mountains. He found that it was ‘among these, the old conservative Kitu’hwa element, that the ancient things have been preserved’, and based his research on direct personal contact with this part of the tribe. [footnoteRef:4] He was at pains to eliminate any stories he encountered amongst the Cherokee that appeared to be influenced by the contact with European culture, as his aim was to preserve what was left of what appeared to be a rapidly disappearing culture.   [3:  James Mooney, ‘Myths of the Cherokee’, Nineteenth Annual Report of the Bureau of American Ethnology 1897-98, Part I, (Washington Government Printing Office, 1902) [hereafter James Mooney, Myths of the Cherokee’].]  [4:  James Mooney, Myths of the Cherokee’. p.11.] 



The Sun Hides and Reappears

Perhaps the most initially striking feature of both these stories is the fact that the sun hides away.  The fact that the daily disappearing and reappearing sun is a factor affecting all life on earth suggests its universal importance, as reflected in this clear point of similarity between these two myths.  At a fundamental level they can be said to be based on the same physical phenomenon, and reflective of a universal concern that the sun is essential to life, and must therefore reappear in the morning.  This would support the theory of universalism, described by Nick Campion as arguing that ‘people in geographically diverse cultures share certain fundamental, universally valid conceptions of the cosmos’.[footnoteRef:5]   Robert Segal described the approach taken by early nineteenth century ethnologists such as Tylor and Frazer as taking similarities such as this as evidence that myths are, ‘entirely about the physical world’, and ‘the primitive counterpart to theoretical  science’.[footnoteRef:6]  The early ethnologists made a clear distinction between European culture and the culture of what they termed the primitive, lower races.  Since neither of these myths is from European culture, it is likely that they would have been regarded as primitive.  Indeed, Tylor comments that Amaterasu ‘..is the heroine of several episodes, whose purely nature-descriptive character is evident’.[footnoteRef:7]  Tellingly, Tylor wrote that: [5:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, (New York University Press, 2012) [hereafter Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions] p.7.]  [6:  Robert Segal, ‘Myth’, The Blackwell Companion to the Study of Religion (ed. by Robert Segal, Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2006) p.340 [hereafter Segal, ‘Myth’ The Blackwell Companion to the Study of Religion]; Segal, ‘Myth’ The Blackwell Companion to the Study of Religion, p.341.]  [7:  Edward Tylor, ‘Remarks on Japanese Mythology ‘ The Journal of the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, Vol. 6 (1877), pp. 55-60 (The Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland) P.56.] 


It is a plausible opinion that such scenes from the great nature-drama of the conflict of light and darkness are, generally speaking, the simple facts, which in many lands and ages have been told in mythic shape.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Edward Tylor Primitive  Culture Vol 1 (Dover Publications, New York, 2016 [1871]) p.252.] 


However the fact that it is possible to understand both of these myths as, at least in part, explanatory of the ‘simple facts’, does not necessarily mean they are primitive and uncivilized in their attempt to describe the cosmos.  Tylor’s evidence for this interpretation appears to be based mainly on his own opinion.  This approach can perhaps be described as somewhat one-dimensional: at a purely superficial level of description, these two myths can hardly be distinguished, although they come from such disparate eras and cultures.  A criticism levelled by Levi-Strauss reflects this relative superficiality: ‘Sir James Frazer […] never asked the question why’.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Claude Levi-Strauss, Myth and Meaning, (Routledge Classics, London and New York, 2001 [1978]), p.11.] 



The Sun’s Gender

From a western perspective, it is also striking to note that the sun in both of these myths is regarded as female: as Segal informs us, ‘Usually the solar deities are male’.[footnoteRef:10]  A male sun god was also a clear feature of Egyptian mythology, as indicated by Campion: ‘The sun god may have been the presiding deity of the Egyptian cosmic state,’[footnoteRef:11] with the sun identified with the Pharaohs, and this tradition carried forward through Egypt’s influence on imperial Rome, extending the influence on western culture.  Western astrology has a very long tradition of treating the sun as male, as shown in the highly influential Tetrabiblos, written by Claudius Ptolemy (100-178 CE), where a table shows the genders assigned to what he termed the  planets, which included the sun.[footnoteRef:12]  Campion noted that this work was ‘significant because of the importance it was accorded in the Islamic worlds and in Medieval and Renaissance Europe’.[footnoteRef:13]  The fact that the myths considered here describe the sun goddess as female suggests that they developed separately from the west. However Campion pointed out that ‘we know that […] the Tetrabiblos had reached Japan by the eighth century’.[footnoteRef:14]  This of course is not evidence of full cultural diffusion: the myths recorded in the Kojiki were very likely in existence as oral tales long before Ptolemy’s book puts in any sort of appearance.  There is however evidence that Ptolemaic astrology was influential in Japan, as Kristine Buhrman pointed out, ‘the works of Ptolemy (90-168 CE) and Sima Qian (ca. 145-86 BCE)—and works inspired by them—were used and were authoritative in eleventh-century Japan’.[footnoteRef:15]  This can be taken as support for the argument that the female sun can therefore be considered an authentically Japanese feature, since it apparently withstood the influence of an external tradition.  The same can be said of the female Cherokee sun goddess: European influence had been felt since the late sixteenth century, and by the time Mooney was in contact with them, he observed that: [10:  Segal, ‘Myth’ The Blackwell Companion to the Study of Religion,  p.696.]  [11:  Nicholas Campion, The Dawn of Astrology, A Cultural History of Western Astrology Vol 1 (Continuum Books, 2008) p.97.]  [12:  Claudius Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, (Loeb, 1940),  p.xxv.]  [13:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions,  p.150. ]  [14:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions,  p.100.]  [15:  Kristina Buhrman, Ptolemy and Sima Qian in eleventh century Japan: The Combination of Disparate Astrological Systems in Practice, in Astrology in Time and Place: Cross-Cultural Questions in the History of Astrology, ed. by Nicholas Campion, and Dorian Gieseler Greenbaum, (Cambridge Scholars Publisher, 2015), p.28.] 


The pressure of the new civilization was too strong to be withstood, however, and though the prophets of the old religion still have much influence with the people, they are daily losing ground and will soon be without honor in their own country.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  James Mooney, ‘Sacred Formulas of the Cherokee’ in Seventh Annual Report of the Bureau of Ethnology to the Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, 1885-1886, (Government Printing Office, Washington, 1891), pp. 301-398,  p.3.] 


Of course Mooney took care to take his sources from Cherokee who held back from the cultural mixing.  How successful they were may be queried, as the tradition relied on memory, in the absence of a written record up to the early nineteenth century, when a Cherokee syllabary was invented.  Therefore the fact that they retained a female sun suggests that it is an authentic tradition.  These factors could be considered as an argument against the universalist approach which held that everyone holds fundamentally the same conception of the cosmos.  The sun is such a powerful figure in everyone’s experience, and gender such a dominant factor in most human societies, that the gender and nature of the mythological representation can hardly be taken as a superficial detail.

Another approach to the examination of mythology (among other things) is based on the assumption that there is a fundamental unconscious store of archetypes, defined by Robert Segal as:

universal psychic tendencies or “primordial images” of a “collective unconscious” that […] became universally familiar human motifs accessible to all humanity and informing the beliefs and myths across the globe.[footnoteRef:17]   [17:  David Leeming, ‘Archetypes’, in The Oxford Companion to World Mythology, (Oxford University Press, 2005), p.75.] 


This was an important feature of the works of Carl Jung (1875-1961), who was cited by Cashford as writing that
 
The collective unconscious […] appears to consist of mythological motifs or primordial images, for which reason the myths of all nations are its real exponents. In fact, the whole of mythology could be taken as a sort of projection of the collective unconscious.[footnoteRef:18]   [18:  Jules Cashford, ‘Who is my Jung? The progressive, though sometimes ambivalent, expansion of Jung’s idea of the collective unconscious: from an ‘unconscious humanity’ to – in all but name – the soul of the world,  Journal of Analytical Psychology, London, 2018) 63, 3, pp.322–335, p.322.] 


The collective in this Jungian sense was considered to include all humanity, making no cultural distinctions.  While this was essentially a universalist approach, it was held to operate at a deeply unconscious level which allowed for unique cultural detail at more conscious levels: as Segal put it ‘in fact, the universal language of myth and archetype requires the elements of particular cultural experience in order to be realized’.[footnoteRef:19]  Examining the two myths considered in this essay in this light, we could say that the similarity of structure and, to an extent, function, suggests that a deeper layer of psychological meaning could well lie beneath the cultural differences and details.  However, as Campion observes, ‘the existence of an underlying reality can no more be proved than can […] the parallel universe’.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  David Leeming, ‘Comparative Mythology’, in The Oxford Companion to World Mythology, (Oxford University Press, 2005) p.173.]  [20:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p.7.] 



A Desire for Unity

Much of the thinking about mythology seems to have been prompted by the fact that there are indeed genuine similarities in the sky myths told by totally distant and unconnected cultures, such as the eighth century Japanese court, described Gustav Heldt as ‘sophisticated [and] highly literate’, and the ragged remnant of the nineteenth century Cherokee tribe. [footnoteRef:21]  Both myths discussed here tell of a sun goddess who hides away, and must be coaxed out to restore life to the world, which can be seen as a story ‘about’ and perhaps an explanation of the unavoidable fact that the light of the sun disappears and reappears on a regular basis. Scholars have naturally wanted to make sense of this observation, but also it would seem that they have been motivated in part by a desire to make connections, and to seek in myth the elements fundamental to being human.  As Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951) wrote [21:  O No Yasumaro, Kojiki, trans. by Gustav Heldt, (Columbia University Press, 2014). p.xiii.] 


There is a manifold of faces with common features that keep surfacing here and there. And what one would like to do is draw lines that connect the components in common.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Mythology in our Language trans. by Stephan Palmié (Hau Books, Chicago, 2018 [1967]), p.25.] 


It could appear that this impulse to find common ground may be more than just a recognition of similarities: it is perhaps a bias against difference, and an unwillingness to accept that cultures may be simply different. The impulse to find common ground was also apparent in the work of Claude Levy-Strauss (1908-2009), who sought to identify what he considered to be the objective structures underlying mythology, independent of the cultural detail.  He described his approach as ‘the quest for the invariant, or for the invariant elements among superficial differences’.[footnoteRef:23]  He was not concerned so much with the inner psychological world of ‘invariants’ in the collective as studied by Jung, or the way myths from non-European cultures may be taken to provide evidence of our own progress, as with Tylor, so much as the inner structure of the myths themselves.  He held that all mythological stories can be reduced to a limited number of essential structures that are common to all humanity, and wrote that ‘myths and symbols of primitive Man seem to us […] as the most fundamental form of knowledge, and the only one that we all have in common’.[footnoteRef:24]  In terms of the two myths being considered in this essay, there are various similarities that could be viewed in a structuralist light: both appear to provide an explanation for the fact that the sun disappears and reappears, both associate enjoyment and entertainment with the reappearance of the sun, and both view the sun as female. In his analysis of world mythology, Levi-Strauss stated that he had detected the fundamental existence of binary opposites underlying all stories: as observed by the author of his obituary in The Economist, he worked to: [23:  Claude Levi-Strauss, Myth and Meaning, (Routledge Classics, London and New York, 2001 [1978]), p.2.]  [24:  Claude Levi-Strauss, Triste Tropiques, trans. By John Russell, (Criterion Books, New York, 1961 [1955]), p.127.] 


proclaim that all tribal myths were reducible to one formula, and that all human thought, "savage" or not, was built up from binary opposites such as hot and cold, night and day, raw and cooked, good and bad.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Anonymous, ‘Obituary: Claude Levi-Strauss;’ The Economist; London vol.393, iss. 8657, Nov.14th 2009, p.106.] 


In terms of the Japanese and Cherokee myths examined here, evidence would suggest that the structuralist view would consider that the dualities of light and dark, or male and female as an underlying structure and most important feature that gave them a strong commonality.  

The three approaches to understanding these myths that have been discussed have all been occupied with the quest for some form of universal element.  Other scholars, such as Franz Boas (1858-1942) and Ruth Benedict (1887-1948) have argued that cultures (and by extension, their mythologies) should be considered as integrated wholes that should not be ‘broken down’ to constituent parts.  As Benedict wrote, ‘Anthropological work has been overwhelmingly devoted to the analysis of culture traits, […] rather than to the study of cultures as articulated wholes’.[footnoteRef:26]  A more balanced overall understanding of the function and nature of these sky myths might be to acknowledge where there are similarities that are nevertheless not identical, and to also give sufficient weight to the particular style, nature and flavour of the individual culture involved. [26:  Ruth Benedict, Patterns of Culture’ (Routledge and Kegan Paul Ltd, London 2019 [1935]), p.34.] 



Conclusion

The aim of this essay was to examine some of the ways sky myths have been treated by scholars through examining two sky myths from two different cultures, and to seek a balanced view.  These were the myth of the sun goddess Amaterasu, hiding in a cave, recorded in from eighth century Japan, and the myth of the sun goddess hiding away in mourning, from sources amongst the nineteenth century American Cherokee.  Both myths were considered in the light of three of the major approaches to the analysis of mythology, as represented by Tylor, Jung, and Levi-Strauss, with a focus on two main features of the myths: the disappearance and reappearance of the sun, and the gender of the sun deity.  The non-European origin of both myths would have led to the early ethnologists regarding them as relatively primitive, and of an earlier, lower and erroneous state in the progress of civilization, adopting the same explanatory function. While understanding that both myths can be taken to describe the same phenomenon, of the sun’s disappearance and reappearance, this essay found no evidence to suggest that they are in any way primitive in Tylor’s sense.  While the Jungian approach was persuasive in suggesting a common unconscious anxiety about the sun’s disappearance, there is a difficulty in that there can be no actual proof of the existence of the unconscious. The same may be said about the presumed psychological significance of the sun’s gender: it can hardly be considered insignificant, or irrelevant, but any analysis of its role in the collective unconscious can only be conjecture.  The impulse of the structuralists to reduce myths to their basic elements could bear fruit in that both of the myths discussed can be seen to have the same ‘invariant’ fundamental dualities: this could prove a convincing approach, though a certain amount of cultural richness and interest may be lost by the reductive nature of the approach.  In addition, it was felt that a desire to unify and explain might sometimes lead scholars to overstate commonalities without giving local cultural themes and details sufficient weight.  A fascination with commonalities can lead to disrespect for particularities.
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