“Myths are a product of a specific time and place”. Discuss the extent to which this statement is valid in relation to your own reading of one of the texts you have studied on this module. 

It can be easy to view myths and folk tales as just stories, but there is a significant amount to be learned about a culture, community, or place from the myths there. The tales are imbued with values and moral lessons specific to the culture it belongs to, which I will explore in relation to Acholi folk lore. Myths become important social tools used to instil certain views and beliefs within the listeners, warn of moral failure, or as explanations for unknown phenomena. However, myths and folk tales are not static, unchanging entities regardless of their mode of transmission, be it written or spoken. 
 I will argue that the time and place of origin is crucial to the development of myths, whether it be through the influence of the form of account, or the content itself. In this essay, I will argue that myths are products of their culture and influenced by the climate that they originate and develop in. I will illustrate that myths are not fixed or necessarily historical accounts, but that they can be fluid and adapt to a changing culture’s needs over time. However, I will also argue that susceptibility to change does not inherently make a myth untruthful.
First, it is important to establish what is meant by myth as I use it interchangeably and alongside folk lore and narratives. Each discipline may define it differently, so for this essay, “all narratives except personal memories […] are myths for the anthropologists” (Vansina, 1971). Thus, I can explore a broader range of narratives, as well as how and if they are affected by their respective time and place.
p’Bitek shows that Acholi oral folklore and myth are tied to the environment in which they are created and shared. He describes the wang oo, a communal fireplace at which the family gather and stories are told, as a “kind of family theatre” (p’Bitek, 1962). The wang oo acts as a source of community, a place for performance and entertainment, moral lessons, and warnings. These folk tales take form and live within these spaces, and the unique aspects of the gathering undoubtedly affect the storytelling within it. The two – the place and the story – become inseparable things. 
There is rhythm and routine to the gathering. p’Bitek describes members of the family returning home from daily work or chores and gathering, in the evening, to socialise, and to share these stories and to listen; “paying attention to the performers and the audience whether in dancing, singing or telling folk tales” (p’Bitek, 1963). Since these folk tales are told within a close, familiar community, they are constructed to reinforce the values specific to that culture, which means that the folk tales of the Acholi would undoubtedly differ if they had been formed in another situation or place. The Acholi learn how they are expected to behave and live in their community through the engagement with these folk tales. There may be warnings against selfishness and dishonesty, reminders to respect community or family elders, and the reinforcement of gender roles within the social order. Through the communal storytelling, the family strengthen their shared values and beliefs and inherit them onto the younger generations. The moral or lesson of a story can be important in showing what values its origin society or community believe were important enough to transmit generationally. 
This demonstrates the relationship between folk tales and culture; the tale will always hint as to its ‘place’, whether through the values shared, literary styles, and content of the tale, such as characters and scenery. Values embedded into these stories will reflect its origin society’s views on ideas such as gender roles, community, or respect for elders. However, while the content of a folk tale can be introspective of its origin, the mode of transmission is equally important. Whether a tale is written or orally transmitted will affect the way that it is interacted with, its structure, and performance.
Jan Vansina writes in length on oral traditions in Africa, and ways in which we can assess their validity and similarity to the original source. He argues that the social circumstances surrounding the development and retelling of a myth influences its interpretation; “How was the account given and with what frequency? The climate in which traditions are told influences their content.” (Vansina, 1971). Certain situations may focus more heavily on the transmission of the message or values, whereas others are about the performance and artistic value of the tale. In a relaxed setting, where family gathers to socialise after a day’s labour, folk tales are a shared performance between the people rather than simple recitals. 
Aside from the how a tale is performed, the climate or environment can influence the content of the tale. ‘Chameleon and Elephant’ is an Acholi folk tale in which the interconnectedness of humans, animals, and nature is explored. Within the tale, animals and humans are seen as interrelated and nature itself as alive. Rose Opondo and Tobias Odongo argue that this reflects Acholi beliefs and views – most obviously, the belief that animals, humans, and plant life all share a complex, interconnected relationship – and that these tales are used to imbibe certain ideologies into the “socialisation process through art and entertainment, which then translate to imbibed values” (2025). The observations we can make of ‘Chameleon and Elephant’ and the discussed critical reading support the idea of these interlinked relationships, a belief held by the Acholi, and shows the influence of cultural values on folk tales and myths.
A base has been established as to how Acholi folk tales are given meaning and affected by the time and place of their origin. There’s strong supporting evidence in Opondo and Odongo’s claims; “the environment is an integral part of culture by virtue of being a participant in the web of life forms, and it informs the way man acts in and on it” (2025). Vansina agrees that folk tales and myths are shaped by the culture, time, and place they originate. However, myths may also be influenced over time and form variations in structure, content, or meaning. This is notable in oral traditions due to the fluidity of spoken word and its performance. Regardless of whether variations form due to conscious or unconscious changes, it shows that these myths are not static or unchanging after their creation, meaning that future interpretations and tellings of the story may differ heavily in content, meaning, and symbolism from the original.
The tradition of oral storytelling has a significant influence on the folk tales of the Acholi. Oral literature is interactive, and the meaning behind a story can change depending on the audience, their interaction with the tales, and the storyteller. The storyteller may emphasise a particular part of a story to enhance a certain message to their audience, whereas with written literature, the text is printed and fixed. Written literature is not performed as an oral tale is, and so the interactions and connections between the people telling and listening are inherently different. The reader cannot question the author as they wish, and so they have no mode of inputting to the tale. Vansina (1971) writes about “the exact shadings or nuances, the multiple meanings of the original narration, the whole literary climate of the performance” and how they become “lost” when translated into written literature. 
Oral narratives and tradition are susceptible to changes and variations over time. It is unlikely that a one-hundred and fifty-year-old tale would remain unchanged for its whole existence. Different storytellers may have different interpretations of a tale which affects how they share it, which becomes almost inevitable when new generations develop alternate beliefs and values. There is also the problem of variants emerging through forgetting or intentional alteration. In oral tradition, “the possibility of error through forgetting becomes great, depending upon frequency of instruction” (Vansina, 1971), and while the Acholi’s folk tales are shared frequently, it does not eliminate the risk of accidental omission or changes.
Despite variations in folk tales emerging over time, they still continue to be to be shared across generations. This purposeful continued transmission contributes to their preservation, even if the original folk tale becomes altered. The adaption of myths does not necessarily mean that they become ‘untrue’ to their origin, or that they no longer serve their function outside of their original context. Instead, continued adaptation of myths through time means that they remain relevant and important. Written narratives see the same through retellings and rewritings, especially when copied into different formats of storytelling. While the exact wording or events in a tale may not be preserved exactly through time, its cultural meaning or values are preserved. If assessing the myths as only a historical record, then there is lots missed on the values they share and the ongoing, adaptive relationships they have with their culture.
Although it is clear that myths are susceptible to and do change over time, it does not dismiss the statement that myths are a product of a specific time and place. Myths might not remain the same through time and instead become living – not static – traditions that are adaptable through generations. Therefore, I agree that myths are a product of a specific time and place, despite any variations that may occur. 
In conclusion, myths and folk tales are the products of the time and place they were created. On origin, the structure, form, and wording of the tale is specific and personal to the climate around it. The content, characters, and values taught are also influenced by the surrounding location, time, and attitudes; we can see this most clearly when exploring Opondo and Odongo’s reading of ‘Elephant and Chameleon’ and the interconnectedness of folk tales, the people, and the environment. Through the Acholi folk tales, we can begin to understand the ways in which these characteristics of the tale are developed and come to affect later transmission and recollection. As the surrounding cultural climate shifts and different values, morals, or explanations emerge, folk tales are also susceptible to change in response. This, however, does not demean the fact that they are produced uniquely by the climate they originate from. There is still a strong relationship between folk tales or myths and the communities they belong to, and the changing of a folk tale will reflect the changes in that culture.
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