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Explore the Cultural Significance of a Sky Myth
Words Counted: 3076

The Cultural Significance of the Sun-God Myth among Navajo


[bookmark: _Hlk99991556]1.	Introduction 
This essay aims to explore the cultural significance of the Sun-God sky myth and its relation to the Navajo culture; to consider cultural elements and rituals related to the sky myth, such as sandpainting, night chants, and oral traditions, moral and ethical codex developed in their society. This essay seeking is to analyse the myth as a cultural phenomenon and consider the importance of myth in the development of culture and social life influenced by the mythological narrative. By observing the cultural relation of the Sun-God Myth among the Navajo people, their traditions, social structures, ritual practices, and ceremonies, this paper intends to reveal the determination and signification of the sky myth in the culture and society. This essay aims to analyse how the myth qualified cultural and social processes as a narrative of historical events and as a cultural phenomenon to represent how myth, belief, ritual, and cult reflected the concept of macrocosm and microcosm, settled the ethical boundaries in the community, and determined the individual and social reality. Also, this paper aims to present myth as a phenomenon in which content might be founded on answers to the type and state of the community's worldview for events or permanent manifestations.

2. Myth as a Cultural Phenomenon. The Theories of Myth.
The myth is a story about past epochs, events, heroes, and cultural echoes from ancient times. But the myth is also an expression of ideas and beliefs, a mirror of the world, social order, and cosmic law. The folk tales and rituals of a local group reveal the culture and the picture of social life, perceived as its existential stamp, sealing the individual microcosm and philosophy of the members of this community. Through the mythological phenomenon, the culture of a community can be compared with the culture of other neighbouring or non-neighbouring communities, looking for similarities and differences and drawing common trends in the cultural development of different societies during the same historical period. 
Cohen said that the myth has different functions in the social structure and culture as a cultural phenomenon. The author suggested that anthropologists were influenced for a long time by a holistic approach and viewed different social structures as functional interdependences, following Malinowski. Cohen supposed that this tendency had changed, and multiple myth theories might be referred to as complementary instead of competing against each other.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Percy S. Cohen, ‘Theories of Myth’, Man, New Series, 4.3 (1969), 337-353, (p. 337).] 

Following Cohen, the myth might be defined as a narrative of events with sacred quality and sacred communication in a symbolic form and where the narrative refers in dramatic form to origins or transformations.[footnoteRef:2] Cohen said ''The narrative quality distinguishes a myth from a general idea or set of ideas, such as a cosmology. The sacred quality and the reference to origins and transformations distinguish myth from legend and other types of folk-tale.''[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Cohen, ‘Theories of Myth’, p. 337. ]  [3:  Cohen, ‘Theories of Myth’, p. 337. ] 

Cohen marked seven main types of theory of myth: one viewed the myth as a form of explanation of certain steps in the development of human society and culture; another considered myth as a form of symbolic base with function to expression and reflection certain kind of thought instead of  interpretation; the mythopoeic; myth viewed as a manifestation of the unconscious; myth in which statement laid terms and conditions of creating and maintaining social relations; the myth that held the function in social reasoning structures and social practices; the myth was a form of symbolic statement linked with ritual, and myth defined in a structuralist theory.[footnoteRef:4] For Frazer, claimed Cohen, the myth had characteristics literally and was considered an explanation of certain phenomena.[footnoteRef:5] Cohen argued that Tylor also viewed myths as explanations but considered specific elements of the myths as a language of metaphor used by primitive people in the personalization of the powers in nature in the attempt to comprehend them.[footnoteRef:6]  Cohen argued that these theories were not completed and were weak without explaining the social character of myth and its symbolic content and significant meaning for the social group,  collective, and individual perceptions. He referred to Jung that the universal characteristics of humankind's collective unconscious take local forms expressed in the varieties of myth.[footnoteRef:7]   [4:  Cohen, ‘Theories of Myth’, p. 338. ]  [5:  Cohen, ‘Theories of Myth’, p. 339.]  [6:  Cohen, ‘Theories of Myth’, p. 339. ]  [7:  Cohen, ‘Theories of Myth’, p. 339. ] 

For Durkheim, Cohen pointed out, ‘myth is part of the religious system and manifests in words what ritual expresses in actions: both have a social function of maintaining and expressing solidarity.’[footnoteRef:8] Cohen summarised that for Durkheim, the content of the myth, similarly to ritual, had symbolic signification and represented specific values that were imprinted in social life. The myth also reflected particular characteristics of social structure where the narratives are attached and bound via sacredness to the social structures and groups.[footnoteRef:9] Cohen claimed that for Durkheim, myth, in collaboration with ritual and religious belief, is fundamental to all cultural resources for categorizing the world and contains a sociological meaning.[footnoteRef:10] [8:  Cohen, ‘Theories of Myth’, p. 339. ]  [9:  Cohen, ‘Theories of Myth’, p. 339. ]  [10:  Cohen, ‘Theories of Myth’, p. 339. ] 

For Durkheim, no matter general or primitive religions, the religious beliefs have a common characteristic: They distinguish between the real or ideal things that men conceive of into two opposite classes defined by two terms sacred and profane. The world is separated into two domains, and one includes all that is sacred and the other that is profane.[footnoteRef:11] He pointed out:  [11:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, (New York, The Free Press, 1995), pp. 34-35.] 

Beliefs, myths, dogmas, and legends are either representations or systems of representations that express the nature of sacred things, the virtues and powers attributed to them, their history, and their relationships with one another as well as with profane things.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, p. 35.] 

For Durkheim, the sacred had a social context as united members assume the sacred world within its connections with the profane world in the same way because they perceive the general notion into identical practices.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, p. 41.                   ] 

Eliade said that ‘… a living myth is always connected with a cult, inspiring and justifying a religious behaviour.’[footnoteRef:14] He claimed that in addition to representing the "sacred history" of the tribe, mythology also interprets and explains the whole reality and provided answers to its contradictions. Still, it also creates a hierarchy in the mythical events it tells.[footnoteRef:15] Every myth tells of the origin of the world or man, animal species, or social institutions in society. This is an explanation why mythology might also be considered true history: it tells how things came into being, providing a frame and justifications for human activities.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  Mircea Eliade, ‘Cosmogonic Myth And 'Sacred History', Religious Studies, 2.2 (1967), 171-183, (p. 171).]  [15:  Eliade, ‘Cosmogonic Myth And 'Sacred History', p. 173.]  [16:  Eliade, Cosmogonic Myth And 'Sacred History', p. 174.] 

Following the development of myths through the ages helped to be fixed specific archetypes and reveals the manifestation of atavistic legacies through the generations. The myth qualified cultural and social processes as a narrative of historical events and as a cultural phenomenon. As a belief, ritual, and cult, the myth reflected the concept of macrocosm and microcosm, settled the ethical norms in the community, and determined the individual and social reality. Myth is a picture in which content might be founded on answers to the type and state of the community's worldview for events or permanent phenomena.
3. The Navajo Sun-God Myth
In the study of religions, cults, and rituals of ancient times, it was found that the Sun has always been worshiped as a deity and has a central role in shaping cosmogony and notions of cosmic order and heaven-earth relationship and establishing certain rules, rituals, and rhythms of the life of civilizations. The sun, as the brightest celestial object, source of light, warmth and life is a symbol of a supreme deity, creator. The constant rhythm of the manifestation of the sun in the celestial sky, its constant and predictable movement, its constant immutability in the eyes of the earthly observer, easily transforms the Sun as a symbol of the perfect God, a life-giving force that sets the rhythm of life on earth and earth. the day-night rhythm, the seasons, and the epochs.
Reichard stated that among Navajo Indians, Sun is a subject of a cult and considered a powerful god, thoroughly described in myth and rituals, and represented as the origin of everything earthly and human. Navajo daily life is deeply determined by ritual, and real and mythical are not clearly differentiated. Reichard said their mythology is strongly bound to ritual practice; myth dictates social rules and actual behaviour, enlightening the ritualistic-empirical frame of Navajo social life.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Gladys A. Reichard, ‘Good Characters in Myth: The Navaho Sun God’, The Journal of American Folklore, 56. 220 (1943), 141-143, (p. 141). ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk100094513]According to Reichard, the deities in Navajo mythology and cult are represented as inanimate objects and personified beings with supernatural powers. The Navajo do not place these beings into a hierarchy, but the sun could be viewed as the superior among all deities. Some deities are portrayed by a simple expression of their powers which is almost strictly literary, while the rituals are an abstract manifestation. Various visible symbols represent others among deities. Some are described in detail but are also graphically depicted in sandpainting or imitated in ceremonies through costumes and masks. Sun as a god is not impersonated by a masked dancer, similarly to some of the other gods, but is often represented in sandpainting and literature. Sun-God origin, similarly to most Navajo deities, is not clearly defined. [footnoteRef:18] [18:  Reichard, ‘Good Characters in Myth: The Navaho Sun God’, p. 141. ] 

Christian described the Navajo myth of creation of sun, moon, and the stars. The sun was created in the world 5 by First Man and First Woman:
After building the mountains, First Man and First Woman created the sun and moon. The sun was the first to be made. “At first they thought that they might put four points on it, as they later did with the stars when they made them. But at the last minute they changed their minds and decided that the sun should be round”. The sun was given to the young man who sprinkled the earth and planted the 32 seeds in the Fourth World. The young man was named Johonaa’ei, The One Who Rules the Day.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Thomas M. Christian, Under The Navajo Stars: The Intersection Of Mythic Narratives, Archaeology, And Star Ceilings, (ProQuest LLC, 2013), pp. 138-139.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk100094813]According to Reichard, Sun-God is distinguished from the globe which is his symbol, and he also is depicted more often symbolically rather than as a person. As a symbol, Sun-God is depicted round and blue, with eyes and mouth, also often with horns as a mark of supernatural power. The author said that he knew only one sandpainting represented likely other deities, Sun-God as a person carrying the orb in his hand. The name most often used for Sun-God was "the-one-who-carries-the-sun," but a "very sacred" reference for him as Navaho's father. He corresponds to a female deity, Changing Woman, related to Navajo people as a human mother.[footnoteRef:20] For the Navajo, Sun-God deity, is a great seducer, ethical ideal, a glorious creature, good, charming with attractive character, bright, shining, and white or blue, pointed out Reichard.[footnoteRef:21]  [20:  Reichard, ‘Good Characters in Myth: The Navaho Sun God’, pp. 141-142.]  [21:  Reichard, ‘Good Characters in Myth: The Navaho Sun God’, p. 142.] 

4. Cultural Relation and Social Impact of the Sun-God Myth among Navajo People
Thomas Christian suggested that the stars had significant meaning in the Navajo community's mythical, practical, and artistic life. The Navajo believed that their physical and spiritual survival depended on the stars and the stellar influence of daily life.[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Christian, Under The Navajo Stars, p. 7] 

Christian considered that in Puebloan and Navajo cultures, human souls are believed to be composed of stars during an abiding of the stars on earth.[footnoteRef:23] He referred to GrifﬁnPierce that the Navajo organized their physical surroundings as reflections of the skies. In their cultural perception and reflection, the skies are a model and template for how they should live on earth.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  Thomas Christian, ‘The Night Sky, Psychological Projection, And Ancient Rock Art. A View Into The Human Psyche’, Jung Journal, 8.4 (2014), 26-33, (p. 28).]  [24:  Christian, ‘The Night Sky’, p. 28.] 

Reichard said that the myth tells that the Sun, represented the sky father seduced the ideal woman, Changing Woman, a symbol of womanhood that had miraculously appeared as an ideal baby in a cradleboard on the top of one of the sacred mountains. As a result, supernaturally were born the twin war gods, the saviours of man, worshiped in many Navajo stories and ceremonies based on war gods' battles with mythical monsters.[footnoteRef:25] The author revealed that the Navajo often used visual impressions of deities' homes to describe deities' characters. The Sun-God was no exception and was also described similarly to be represented his function, behaviour, and power as a being and a symbol of material possessions.[footnoteRef:26] Often the Sun was depicted as blue orb on ritual images, priests clothing, and sandpainting.[footnoteRef:27]  [25:  Reichard, ‘Good Characters In Myth: The Navaho Sun God’, pp. 141-142. ]  [26:  Reichard, ‘Good Characters In Myth: The Navaho Sun God’, p. 143.]  [27:  Janet Catherine Berlo, ‘Navajo Sandpainting In The Age Of Cross-Cultural Replication’, (Art History, Association of Art Historians, 2014), p.695. ] 

According to Matthews, the myth narrated that the Sun-God lived in a beautiful house built of turquoise and carried the Sun as a bright shield.[footnoteRef:28] Reichard revealed that following the myth, the Navajo worshiped Sun's house built in beautiful Pueblo style, decorated with symbols of Sun power, wealth, and qualities; they also used it for conceiving. The Sun's house was also represented in sandpainting as the symbol of the Sun. Similarly, it was a fundamental part of the ritual of the Male Shooting Chant.[footnoteRef:29]  [28:  W. Matthews, ‘Some Deities And Demons Of The Navajo’, The American Naturalist, 20.10 (1886), 841-850, (p. 844).]  [29:  Reichard, ‘Good Characters in Myth: The Navaho Sun God’, p. 143.] 

Matthews provided a valuable description of the Navajo oral traditions and rituals performed by Navajo priests who represented gods' characters in their dry and sand paintings, masks, ceremonies, chants, and dances performance. Navajo transmitted unchangeable in time by word-of-mouth generation after generation the rituals of their worship of the gods.[footnoteRef:30]  [30:  Matthews, ‘Some Deities And Demons Of The Navajo’, p. 841.] 

Campbell considered the phenomenon of wearing masks during rituals and ceremonies as referring to and identification of the god and a masked man during the ceremony. The masks were worshipped as the mythical being that represented.[footnoteRef:31]   [31:  Joseph Campbell, Joseph. 1959. ‘The Historical Development Of Mythology’, Daedalus. Myth and Mythmaking, 88.2 (1959), 232-254, (p. 244).] 

The Navajo Sun-God myth, their creation myth, and cosmology narratives inspired art imagination among the Navajo tribe and the modern world. The cultural significance of the Navajo mythology crossed the borders of time and cultures and also influenced the contemporary art world. Berlo provided rich information on how the tradition of sandpainting was popularised by replication in the last century by the Navajo and non-Navajo alike. The sandpainting images were reproduced in modern culture and daily life, such as beach towels, magnets, plaques, crafted works in galleries, and imitations of masks.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Berlo, ‘Navajo Sandpainting In The Age Of Cross-Cultural Replication’, p.692.] 

5. Ethical and Moral Significance of the Sun-God Myth among Navajo
Vecsey considered the relation between myth and Navajo moral codex and suggested that their traditional morality and ethics were structured and developed on the Navajo myths. Vecsey referred to Matthews that shame, bad fortune, and fear of illness were effective moral agents caused by bad behaviour for Navajos.[footnoteRef:33] An example of how one Navajo verified the truth of his words to Matthews:  [33:  Christopher Vecsey, ‘Navaho Morals And Myths, Ethics And Ethicists’, (Journal of Religious Ethics, 2015), p. 79.] 

Why should I lie to you? I am ashamed before the earth; I am ashamed before the heavens; I am ashamed before the dawn; I am ashamed before the evening twilight; I am ashamed before the blue sky; I am ashamed before the darkness; I am ashamed before the sun; I am ashamed before that standing within me which speaks with me. Some of these things are always looking at me. I am never out of sight. Therefore I must tell the truth.[footnoteRef:34]  [34:  Vecsey, ‘Navaho Morals And Myths, Ethics And Ethicists’, p. 80.] 

According to Vecsey, Navajos believed in the moral principle of cause and effect. The whole cosmos with all its parts - the sky, the earth, the four directions and four times of day and night, the in-dwelling wind, the sun, the gods, and mythic heroes was a moral and ethical witness of individual behaviour.[footnoteRef:35] Vecsey suggested that researchers identiﬁed Navajo mythology as a manifestation of community norms and values where oral narratives were transmitted into a moral codex.[footnoteRef:36] Vecsey summarised that for the Navajo, the universe functioned in unity, order, and integration, determined by the law of cause and effect, and even the high powers as gods and deities followed the cosmic rules.[footnoteRef:37] [35:  Vecsey, ‘Navaho Morals And Myths, Ethics And Ethicists’, pp. 80-81.]  [36:  Vecsey, ‘Navaho Morals And Myths, Ethics And Ethicists’, p. 83.]  [37:  Vecsey, ‘Navaho Morals And Myths, Ethics And Ethicists’, p. 85.] 


7. Conclusion

This essay explored the cultural significance of the Sun-God sky myth and its relation to the Navajo culture; considered cultural elements and rituals related to the sky myth, such as sandpainting, night chants, and oral traditions, moral and ethical codex developed in their society. This essay analysed the myth as a cultural phenomenon and considered the importance of myth in the development of culture and social life influenced by the mythological narrative. By observing the cultural relation of the Sun-God Myth among the Navajo people, their traditions, social structures, ritual practices, and ceremonies, this paper revealed the determination and signification of the sky myth in the culture and society. This essay analysed how the myth qualified cultural and social processes as a narrative of historical events and as a cultural phenomenon to represent how myth, belief, ritual, and cult reflected the concept of macrocosm and microcosm, settled the ethical boundaries in the community, and determined the individual and social reality. Also, this paper presented myth as a phenomenon in which content might be founded on answers to the type and state of the community's worldview for events or permanent manifestations.
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