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3 November 2022


‘A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers’
Word Count: 2025

This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers: Wayne Elzey, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religions’, Numen, 23.2 (1976), and Eleanor R. Long, ‘How the Dog Got Its Days: A Skeptical Inquiry into Traditional Star and Weather Lore’, Western Folklore 43.4 (1984). Beginning with an examination of how the papers approach ideas of cosmology and culture, this essay will then consider the sources each author uses and how their respective methodologies influence their arguments and conclusions. This essay will begin by offering information about the authors, the subject matter and the publications in which their work appeared.

About the Authors, Subject Matter and Publications

Wayne Elzey (1941-2012) was a professor of comparative religion at Miami University in Ohio—a position he held when the above-named article was published.[footnoteRef:1] His doctoral work on Aztec royal mythology was followed by various publications on Aztec culture, lending him considerable authority over the subject matter.[footnoteRef:2] In ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns’, Elzey examines one version of a pre-Hispanic, Mesoamerican myth surrounding the creation and destruction of world ages.[footnoteRef:3] Elzey proposes to diverge from previous interpretations of the myth by investigating it as a ‘uniquely Mexican’ structural paradigm that organizes time, space, ritual, cosmology, calendars and eschatology.[footnoteRef:4] Elzey’s article appeared in Numen, a journal dedicated to the study of contemporary and historical religious issues.[footnoteRef:5]  [1:  Miami University, A Memorial to Wayne D. Elzey, Professor Emeritus of Comparative Religion, 1941-2012 (Digitized 2013) <https://digital.lib. miamioh.edu/digital/collection/facmem/id/390/rec/1> [accessed 2 October 2022] (para. 5 of 42).]  [2:  Miami University, para. 40 of 42. ]  [3:  Wayne Elzey, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religions’, Numen 23.2 (1976), 114-135 (p. 114) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/3269663> [accessed 1 October 2022].]  [4:  Elzey, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns’, pp. 116-117.]  [5:  JSTOR, Numen <https://www.jstor.org/journal/numen?item_view=journal_info> [accessed 11 October 2002] (para. 1 of 1).] 

Eleanor R. Long (1923-2005) taught folklore, comparative mythology, and Medieval literature at various North American universities.[footnoteRef:6] Her academic career focused on the comparative study of narrative folksong and popular traditions.[footnoteRef:7] In ‘How the Dog Got Its Days’, Long investigates the origin of the term ‘dog days’ and the popular beliefs it carries in the West around agricultural activities, animal behaviour, and disease during the summer months.[footnoteRef:8] Although Long indicates that the traditional explanation is thought to correspond to the heliacal rising of Sirius, her article questions the veracity of this assumption.[footnoteRef:9] Long’s article, adapted from a presentation delivered to an annual meeting of the California Folklore Society, appeared in Western Folklore—the Society’s official journal intended for ‘folklorists in all the West’.[footnoteRef:10] [6:  Norm Cohen, ‘Eleanor R. Long-Wilgus (1923-2005)’, Journal of American Folklore 119.472 (2006), 236-237 (p. 236) <https://doi.org/10.1353/jaf.2006.0018> [accessed 2 October 2022]. ]  [7:  Cohen, ‘Eleanor R. Long-Wilgus’, p. 236.]  [8:  Eleanor R. Long, ‘How the Dog Got Its Days: A Skeptical Inquiry into Traditional Star and Weather Lore’, Western Folklore 43.4 (1984), 256-264 (pp. 256-257) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/1500109> [accessed 29 September 2022].]  [9:  Long, ‘How the Dog Got Its Days’, p. 257. ]  [10:  Wayland D. Hand, ‘“California Folklore Quarterly” and “Western Folklore”: An Editorial Survey, 1942-1966’, Western Folklore 25.4 (1966), 247-253 (p. 247) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/1498518> [accessed 6 October 2022].] 

Having established this context, this essay will now examine the concepts of cosmology and culture and how each article interprets them. 

Defining ‘Cosmology’ and ‘Culture’

Nicholas Campion considers cosmology to be a meaning-system, with cosmological ideas encompassing ‘mythic narratives, ways of seeing the sky, and the manner in which human beings locate themselves in space and time’.[footnoteRef:11] These become important frameworks for considering rituals, calendars and sacred texts, while ‘celestial myth and story’ can offer ‘organizing principles’ in both social and political contexts.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York and London: New York University Press, 2012), pp. 1-2. ]  [12:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 2.] 

Cosmology, when defined anthropologically,[footnoteRef:13] is inextricably linked with culture. Anthropologist Clifford Geertz viewed culture as a pattern of inherited meanings through symbols that ‘communicate, perpetuate, and develop […] knowledge about and attitudes toward life’,[footnoteRef:14] while English literary theorist and critic Terry Eagleton has offered additional modes of viewing culture, including as ‘ethical pedagogy’ and ‘a normative way of imagining…society’.[footnoteRef:15]  [13:  Nicholas Campion, ‘The Importance of Cosmology in Culture: Contexts and Consequences’, in Trends in Modern Cosmology, ed. by Abraao Jesse Capistrano de Souza (IntechOpen, 2017), pp. 3-17 (p. 4) <DOI: 10.5772/67976> [accessed 25 October 2022].]  [14:  Clifford Geertz, ‘Religion as a Cultural System’, in Anthropological Approaches to the Study of Religion, ed. by Michael Banton, 2nd edn (London: Tavistock Publications, 1968), pp. 1-46 (p. 3). ]  [15:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture (London: Blackwell Publishing, 2000), pp. 7, 25.] 

Although neither paper explicitly defines cosmology, both subscribe to the idea of the sky as a ‘meaning-system’. For Long, an initial connection between Sirius and surviving weather lore reveals complex cultural relationships with the sky. Citing the Babylonians who used Sirius ‘solely as a prognosticator’,[footnoteRef:16] the Egyptians who venerated it as a depiction of the ‘soul of Isis’,[footnoteRef:17] and the Persians whose calendar noted its ascent and correlated it with the ‘[release] of healthful rains’,[footnoteRef:18] it quickly becomes evident that myths are neither universal in meaning nor function, despite many societies viewing the same celestial object in the sky.  [16:  Long, ‘How the Dog Got Its Days’, p. 258. ]  [17:  Long, ‘How the Dog Got Its Days’, p. 259.]  [18:  Long, ‘How the Dog Got Its Days’, p. 259.] 

In surveying cosmological ideas across cultures, Long appears to echo Campion’s emphasis on the multi-faceted nature of cosmology and its constituent ideas. From a single star, she demonstrates that ancient societies derived relationships with the land, made inferences about the passage and quality of time, and predicted events. Long, however, struggles to identify a single myth or point in time at which dogs, diseases, the time of year, heat, and the rising of Sirius all came together in a single origin story. This offers important insights into one methodological challenge that folklorists encounter in attempting to locate ‘a tentative terminus ante quem’ from which the existence of subsequent myths can be offered ‘some historical basis for the presumed ancestral form’.[footnoteRef:19] It becomes evident that sources of culture, such as myths and folklore, often diverge in meaning, can be highly particular in content, and sometimes share few cross-cultural parallels.  [19:  Alan Dundes, ‘The Anthropologist and the Comparative Method in Folklore’, Journal of Folklore Research 23.2-3 (1966), 125-146 (p. 131) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/3814444> [accessed 20 October 2022].] 

By contrast, Elzey narrowly scopes his investigation to a single recorded variant of a central Mexican myth detailing the creation and destruction of successive world ages. Carefully sketching the Nahua’s ‘vertical cosmology’,[footnoteRef:20] Elzey describes its ordering under a ‘high god’ who birthed four others, each of whom eventually took on the role of the Sun, thus marking a specific world age until a universal cataclysm caused everything to ‘[collapse] into darkness’.[footnoteRef:21] While the version of the myth that Elzey investigates not only captures the Nahua’s cosmology, it also contains insights into Aztec ‘time-counting systems’, as well as societal beliefs and traditions. Quoting the late Mexican archaeologist Alfonso Caso, Elzey writes,  [20:  Elzey, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns’, p. 134. ]  [21:  Elzey, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns’, p. 118.] 


The duty of man “to collaborate with the gods” […] is based in the structures of time and space. Living in an orderly world demands that men live according to the pattern of the paradigmatic actions of the gods in the myths.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Elzey, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns’, p. 128.] 


This statement recalls Eagleton’s observations around culture as ethical pedagogy: culture—and, in this case, cosmology—not only structures time and space, but also offers a ‘normative’ framework for ‘imagining society’ and a moral way of life. Geertz echoes this, stating that myths and rituals portray values ‘not as subjective human preferences but as the imposed conditions for life implicit in a world with a particular structure’.[footnoteRef:23] Elzey highlights this point in describing a fire ceremony in which local inhabitants ‘renewed all the statues of the idols and all their adornments, as well as the intention of serving them for the next fifty-two years’.[footnoteRef:24] Drawing this example from a sixteenth-century Spanish chronicler, this and other evidence Elzey uses raises an important consideration: namely, the sources scholars rely on to investigate cosmology and culture. This essay will now turn to this question.  [23:  Clifford Geertz, ‘Ethos, World View, and the Analysis of Sacred Symbols’ in The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays by Clifford Geertz (New York, Basic Books Inc., 1973), pp. 126-141 (p. 131). ]  [24:  Elzey, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns’, p. 129. ] 


Survey of Sources

Mircea Eliade wrote that the interpretation of myth depends ‘for the most part on the documents selected by the scholar’.[footnoteRef:25] Although his observation concerned the study of religion, other disciplines grapple with how to select and establish patterns of connection between documents, including how to sufficiently interrogate authorship, intended readership and reliability.[footnoteRef:26] For folklorists, this task is thought to be compounded by other methodological issues, such as ‘[assembling] and [classifying] dozens upon dozens of versions of an item of folklore’.[footnoteRef:27]  [25:  Eliade, ‘Cosmogonic Myth and “Sacred History”’, Religions Studies 2:2 (1967), 171-183 (p. 171) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/20004652> [accessed 13 October 2002]]  [26:  Richard J. Evans, In Defence of History (London: Granta, 2018), p. 80.]  [27:  Alan Dundes, ‘The Anthropologist and the Comparative Method in Folklore’, p. 138.] 

If culture can be both a ‘way of imagining society’ and of ‘imagining one’s own social conditions on the model of other people’s’,[footnoteRef:28] then the origins of those imagined constructs become important to query. Put another way, as Elzey and Long seek to reconstruct the cosmological beliefs of past cultures, they often rely on sources produced by others who are themselves products of different times, places and cultures than the ones being studied.  [28:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p. 25.] 

Elzey is more attuned to this issue, acknowledging that not all existing accounts of the myth of the Suns are ‘of equal extensiveness, detail or reliability’.[footnoteRef:29] Noting that the extant accounts were written ‘within roughly one hundred years of the Conquest’, Elzey highlights some of the challenges with accepting Spanish missionary chronicles without context, as some chroniclers never visited New Spain, while others imported ‘Christian influences’.[footnoteRef:30] Elzey only hints at what more recent scholars are concerned with: namely, understanding European projections of culture onto Aztec cosmology and pre-Columbian religion, history and culture.[footnoteRef:31]   [29:  Elzey, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns,’ p. 116.]  [30:  Elzey, ‘The Nahua myth of the Suns’, p. 117.]  [31:  Arnold Carlos Vento, ‘Aztec Myths and Cosmology: Historical-Religious Misinterpretation and Bias’, Wicazo Sa Review 11.1 (1995), 1-23 (pp. 1, 6) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/1409038> [accessed 21 October 2022].] 

By contrast, Long offers little contextualization of her sources. While her evidence draws upon dictionary and encyclopaedic entries, syntheses of dog lore, Babylonian omen texts, Biblical references and Greek myths, there is neither a differentiation between primary and secondary sources, nor a critical examination of the types of sources considered. Eliade has written of the need for the historian of religion to be ‘conscious of the axiological difference’ between sources so as not ‘to marshal them on the same level’,[footnoteRef:32] while Dundes underscores the need for consistency in the ‘units’ of comparison in comparative studies.[footnoteRef:33] This has apparent implications on both Long’s methodology and conclusions, which will be discussed below.   [32:  Eliade, ‘Cosmogonic Myth’, p. 173.]  [33:  Dundes, ‘The Anthropologist and the Comparative Method’, pp. 128-129. ] 

Having examined how each author engages with source evidence, this essay will now consider their arguments, methodology, and conclusions. 

Arguments, Methodology, and Conclusions

Elzey contends that not all comparative approaches are fruitful. Specifically citing the limitations of previous interpretations of the myth of the Suns that concentrated on ‘details and motifs’ and ‘superficial parallels with other systems of world ages’,[footnoteRef:34] Elzey intends to fill a gap in existing scholarship by examining the myth through a structural lens. This forms the first of Elzey’s three hypotheses; the other two—the ‘uniquely Mexican nature of the myth’ and the proposal that any comparative study should rest on ‘“religions forms” and structures’[footnoteRef:35]—may be viewed as variations on the first. [34:  Elzey, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns’, p. 120.]  [35:  Elzey, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns’, p. 116. ] 

Elzey paints a compelling picture. Despite discrepancies between the nearly two-dozen variants of the myth, on one point they are clear: successive Suns do not represent ‘gradual progress, development, improvement or evolution’.[footnoteRef:36] Arguing that earlier scholarship had rested on ‘fragmentary’ evidence to support an evolutionary interpretation of successive ages, Elzey relies on Aztec calendar stones to support his conclusion that the fifth Sun was ‘the synthesis…of the four “earlier” ages’, not simply an evolution of its predecessors.[footnoteRef:37] This stands in contrast to Greek, Iranian and Indian cosmic cycles, the latter of which conceives of ‘philosophies of history’ and cyclical time, which, Elzey notes, cannot be found in the Mexican context.[footnoteRef:38] [36:  Elzey, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns’, pp. 122-123.]  [37:  Elzey, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns’, p. 125. ]  [38:  Elzey, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns’, pp. 132-133. ] 

Although Elzey emphasizes the uniqueness of the myth, he notes where comparative approaches may be meaningful. Citing Eliade concerning calendars as embodying all cosmogonic phases of a culture’s mythology in a single year, Elzey draws comparisons between Zoroastrian, Babylonian, Greek and Indian myths that reflect earlier world ages in order to ‘ground’ the current age’s ‘order and structure’.[footnoteRef:39] This suggests that comparative study should, to some degree, acknowledge the relativity and uniqueness of cultural myths while identifying common structures that permit cosmological comparisons. [39:  Elzey, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns’, p. 133. ] 

By contrast, Long is under something of a disciplinary constraint as Dundes contends; he writes that one ‘could not possibly be a proper folklorist without being comparative’.[footnoteRef:40] However, unlike Elzey who identifies the level at which meaningful cross-cultural comparison may be sought, Long offers no comparable framework. Instead, her more ‘inductive’ approach spans myriad sources and traditions. Finding little cross-cultural consistency between seasons and weather patterns, a more fruitful categorization emerges with respect to typologies of dog lore: the dog as beneficent ‘bringer of water’ on the one hand, and the bringer of ‘malaises attendant upon unbearable heat’ on the other.[footnoteRef:41] These two strands of lore are exemplified by Hindu astronomy in the case of the former, and the Greek mythical tradition in the latter.  [40:  Dundes, ‘The Anthropologist and the Comparative Method’, pp. 130-131.]  [41:  Long, ‘How the Dog Got Its Days’, p. 262.] 

While Long argues that the ‘primary and crucial relationship’ in beliefs surrounding the ‘dog days’ resides in connections to disease rather than weather,[footnoteRef:42] the initial impetus for her investigation appears largely unanswered. Long acknowledges that the only certainty her investigation affords is that ‘dogs were somehow identified with a certain star on the one hand, infection and disease on the other, and the period we know as “dog days” was born’.[footnoteRef:43] This could further highlight the challenges in adequately identifying levels at which meaningful cross-cultural comparison should occur. As Elzey contends, parallels between mythic details and motifs can often be superficial[footnoteRef:44] and may obscure more insightful opportunities for investigating unique patterns of beliefs, cosmologies and structural orders.  [42:  Long, ‘How the Dog Got Its Days’, pp. 262-263.]  [43:  Long, ‘How the Dog Got Its Days’, p. 264. ]  [44:  Elzey, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns’, p. 120.] 


Conclusion

Having compared and contrasted the articles, two important conclusions may be drawn around the study of cosmology and culture. First, that cosmology, though a broad term, offers myriad insights into the ways in which groups of people organize themselves, their beliefs, their relationships to time and space, and even to heavenly and terrestrial events. Second, that methodological approaches are important considerations in framing any cosmological or cultural investigations, particularly if one is seeking to query origins or to make meaningful cross-cultural comparisons.
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