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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers
Introduction
This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers. The two papers chosen are Wayne Elzey’s ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religions’ published in Numen in 1976
 and David Carrasco’s ‘City as Symbol in Aztec Thought: The Clues from the Codex Mendoza’ published in History of Religions in 1981.

Context
Wayne Elzey was born in Grand Rapids, Michigan on 2 November 1941.
 He majored in philosophy at Western Michigan University and graduated magna cum laude in June 1963 having earned a prestigious Woodrow Wilson Fellowship and the Robert Friedmann essay award in philosophy.
 He continued his studies at the University of Chicago Divinity School, where he gained a PhD in History of Religions.
 Elzey worked at Miami University for 33 years, rising to the position of professor of comparative religions.
 He was an expert on pre-Hispanic Mesoamerican cultures making many field trips to Central America to research the Aztecs and Mayans
 and this field is the subject matter of the paper reviewed here. Elzey died at the age of 70 in his home in Brookville, Indiana on 27 March 2012.

Elzey’s paper was published in 1976, meaning its author would have been in his mid-thirties at the time of writing. The paper was published in Numen, the official academic journal of the International Association for the History of Religions (IAHR)
 with an intended audience of academics and other scholars. 
Davíd Carrasco is a Mexican-American historian of religions.
 Carrasco was born in Bainbridge, Maryland but also lived in Washington D.C. and Mexico City. Following an undergraduate degree at West Maryland College he moved to the University of Chicago where he initially intended to train for campus ministry but decided instead to study for a PhD in comparative religions. After his PhD, he taught at the University of Colorado and Princeton University before moving to Harvard University.  He is now the Neil L. Rudenstine Professor of the Study of Latin America at Harvard Divinity School with a joint appointment with the Department of Anthropology in the Faculty of Arts and Sciences.
 His main interests are the Mexican-American borderlands and Mesoamerican cities as symbols,
 the latter main interest is of concern here.
Carrasco’s paper was published in 1981 in History of Religions, which is the first academic journal to be devoted entirely to comparative religious history.
 Hence Carrasco intended his paper to be read mainly by other academics. Carrasco completed his PhD in 1977
 making this a paper published early on in his career.
Summarize
Wayne Elzey’s ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns’ investigates the creation myth of the pre-Hispanic peoples of central Mexico. While there are variations in the myth as retold in the sources cited in the paper, there are many similarities: the main core to the Nahua creation myth is that the current epoch is the fifth age, or Sun, which was preceded by four other Suns. Each of the first four Suns ended with a global catastrophe that left all humankind destroyed or transformed. The paper proposes three hypotheses:
First, … that the “myth of the Suns” functioned as a structural paradigm or model which related the organization of space, time, the cosmology, the calendars, ritual activity and eschatological beliefs to the sequence of divine acts and events which defined the history of the world. Secondly, … the myth of the Suns reveals a pattern which is uniquely “Mexican”, and as such differs morphologically from other systems which appear to be similar on the surface. Thirdly, we will suggest that the Mexican system of cosmic cycles utilizes generically “religious” forms and structures and that it is at this level that fruitful comparisons may be sought.

Previous academic work on the Suns myth had been concerned with comparing the many variants of the myth with the aim of finding an underlying original version,
 in his paper Elzey sought to move the discussion on by making use of Mircea Eliade’s work on myths including the idea that myths are told as paradigms or examples for how humans should conduct their lives.
 
Meanwhile, David Carrasco’s paper is heavily indebted to the work of Paul Wheatley and his work on the ‘City as Symbol’ in ancient China.
 Carrasco uses Wheatley’s ideas about how the earliest cities were built as ‘ceremonial complexes’ for ‘cosmo-magical thought’ and practice.
 Carrasco provides the following thesis statement for his paper:
I wish to discuss the multivalent character of the “imprint” of cosmo-magical thought on the Aztec capital, Tenochtitlan. As an initial strategy, I will focus on the frontispiece of the Codex Mendoza and show how this image, itself a reflection of pre-Columbian thought, demonstrates the Aztec conception of their city as a cosmic symbol. … I will also interpret the symbolic nature of the Templo Mayor, the Great Temple of Tenochtitlan presently being excavated. … Finally, we will see how the Aztec version of the conquest of Tenochtitlan, articulated a generation after the city fell to Spanish cunning and aggression, reflected the persistence of their cosmo-magical view of the world.

According to Carrasco, Wheatley’s ancient cosmo-magical cities were built to act almost as a reflective mirror or parallel to the heavens where the gods resided;
 therefore in building an effective counterpart in the form of an earthly city through attention to prophecies and mythic parallels regarding its location, construction and eventual downfall the humans residing in the city could live in peace with their gods.
 Showing that Tenochtitlan does indeed show striking cosmo-magical similarities with the seven ancient cities described in Wheatley’s ‘The Pivot of the Four Quarters’ is therefore the aim of this paper. 
Analysis
Both papers are intended for academic audiences, therefore they both demonstrate a formal writing style and assume some familiarity with the fields of history of religion and comparative religion, if not with the particulars of the sources studied, for example Elzey nowhere defines who the Nahua people were beyond their living in central Mexico and Carrasco’s paper lacks a succinct definition of the term ‘cosmo-magical’. Elzey’s paper is more formal, being mostly written in an impersonal style with only a few scattered first-person plural statements for example ‘We cite …’ which are mostly restricted to the footnotes.
 Elzey’s paper also lacks any subheadings or figures. In contrast, Carrasco frequently uses the first-person singular, has many helpful subheadings and includes a figure of the frontispiece from the Codex Mendoza.
Both papers appear to be attempting to undo prior biases. Elzey argues that in trying to find similarities between the myth of the Suns and the creation myths of other civilizations, academics have ‘[obscured] a larger and more fundamental issue’
 which is that they have not considered how the Suns relate to each other, and instead there is a consensus that the Suns reflect the ‘evolutionary’ progress of society.
 In fact evolutionary (or variants of that term) is used three times on page 122 alone. Elzey appears to be arguing that scholars have taken their own Darwinian worldview and unthinkingly applied it to the Nahua creation myth. On page 123, Elzey goes on to cite Jacques Soustelle regarding the ancient Mexicans:
In such a world, change is not conceived as the result of a “becoming” which is extended in its duration, but as an abrupt and total mutation.

The reference to ‘becoming’ here is an obvious allusion to Plato’s philosophy and his distinction between the eternal, unchanging Being and the everchanging Becoming.
 Plato and his philosophical ideas have been fundamental in sculpting much of Western culture and its worldviews. Arguably Charles Darwin’s theory of biological evolution through natural selection is itself a Platonic theory, as it takes Plato’s idea of unceasing Becoming and applies it to biology. Westerners schooled in Plato’s Becoming and Dawin’s evolution from childhood can easily unthinkingly apply such concepts to other areas where it does not belong. In the quote above, Soustelle is reminding his readers that Plato was unheard of to pre-Hispanic Mexican tribes and Elzey used the quote to remind readers not to assume that these tribes’ worldviews may not have included anything similar to Plato’s Becoming. Hence, scholars need to grapple with myths on their own terms within their own context.
This need to understand cultures on their own terms is an argument made by David Carrasco. In the introductory paragraph and its lengthy footnotes, Carrasco takes issue with the ‘overt racial discrimination’ of the previous generation of scholars of pre-Hispanic Mexico, who had dismissed the subjects of their studies as little more than barbarians and lacking civilization.
 It should be borne in mind that Carrasco is himself is a Mexican-American scholar who spent some of his early life residing in Mexico City; therefore if his writing feels at times like he is responding to a personal attack one should not be surprised. He goes on to acknowledge the work of materialist and Marxist scholars with a ‘less Europocentric perspective’.
 Despite this, however, at the time Carrasco wrote his article there had not been scholarly interest in the interconnection between the cosmology and religious views of the Aztecs and the cities they built, a problem Carrasco lamented and sought to begin to rectify with the writing of this paper.
 
Despite dealing with overlapping areas of study, the methodological approaches taken by the two authors differs, however. Elzey’s paper is largely a textual analysis of the myth the Suns as was recorded by Christian missionaries and other interested men. These primary sources were originally written in Spanish for European audiences. Being written in the sixteenth century, Elzey used many modern versions – as a classicist might use the Loeb editions – rather than a contemporary edition. The footnote detailing the publication details of his major sources covers page 115 in its entirety.
 Elzey needed to use this wealth of material as his intention in this paper was to ascertain the shape of the core of the myth of the Suns; with only one or two papers he would have risked making assertions that were only supported in a variant of the myth. 

Carrasco’s paper, as its subtitle hints, is concerned with the Codex Mendoza, a book now held at the Bodleian library at the University of Oxford.
 Named for its patron, the Viceroy of Mexico, Don Antonio de Mendoza, the codex was created between 1541 and 1545 by Mexican craftsmen and interleaves pictures copied from other, Aztec, manuscripts with translations and explanations in Spanish.
 Carrasco also cites as primary sources an Aztec poem,
 an 1867 publication of Diego Durán’s Historia de las indias de Nueva Espana Y islas de tierra firme,
 a source he shares with Elzey, and the Florentine Codex, a manuscript which records the omens seen in Mexico before the arrival of the Spanish.
 Hence, in common with Elzey, Carrasco engages in textual analysis, but by including archaeological evidence from the site of Tenochtitlan’s great pyramid, Templo Mayor,
 Carrasco is able to work in an interdisciplinary manner which brings an added richness to his paper. 
Conclusion

This essay compared and contrasted two academic papers available on JSTOR. While the two papers selected superficially had much in common there were important differences in the manner in which the two academics approached their topics of research. This may be due in part to their different backgrounds: Carrasco’s own Mexican-American heritage, which Elzey lacked, will no doubt be highly relevant to his work as a scholar of pre-Hispanic Mesoamerican cultures.
Elzey’s work also lacks Carrasco’s interdisciplinary bent. Perhaps this is understandable in a paper focussed on attempting to do justice to finding the core narrative to the myth of the Suns from dozens of variants.
 However, when reading both papers in tandem, one is left wondering if Elzey could have found evidence for his case from codices such the Codex Mendoza. Elzey’s more literary approach may be reflective of his educational background as an undergraduate student of philosophy, whereas Carrasco’s initial interest in campus evangelism may have encouraged an interest in engaging with people on their own terms in more practical ways. 
Finally, both academics make a strong case for the assessment of primary sources on their own terms. When scholars come to cultural artefacts without a careful consideration of their own biases and worldviews they are at severe risk of superiority, judgement and racism as reported by Carrasco or improperly importing ideas and philosophies unheard of in the target culture as described by Elzey. 
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