Laura Jane Evans
CLCS4011: Essay
With references to two of the approaches to myth covered in class, discuss the extent to which they can help-and hinder- contemporary scholars understand ancient myth.

When discussing approaches to myth we must first define what we mean by myth. Here is a definition taken from the Oxford Dictionary:
A traditional story, especially one concerning the early history of a people or explaining a natural or social phenomenon, and typically involving supernatural being or events.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The Oxford Living Dictionary, Myth. Available: https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/myth. [Accessed: May 28th 2018].] 

This definition helps us understand the interest regarding myth from an anthropological perspective as well as historical. The three approaches that I will be discussing are comparative, psychoanalysis and structuralism.

 	When analysing comparative approaches, I chose to focus on Frazer’s comparative method. Essentially, the method is made up of four steps: problem, examples, explanation and finally reapplying the general explanation to the original problem.[footnoteRef:2] The comparative approach has many issues, by comparing myths against each other it is difficult to not obscure the original point of the myth into motifs we better understand or relate too.[footnoteRef:3] This can also be said about the first step, problem. The problem can only be solved if it was noticed in the first place and it cannot be guaranteed that individuals will perceive the same problem.[footnoteRef:4] The main weakness of the method is that Frazer assumes that all cultures have similar concepts that can be compared equally.[footnoteRef:5]Frazer’s beliefs that cultures, even some that have had no contact, can produce similar if not the same myths can be seen in the Greek myths of divine succession and the Hittite myth.[footnoteRef:6] There is a distinct connection between the two myths regarding the consumption of family and survival that is difficult to deny.[footnoteRef:7] [2:  Eric Csapo, Theories of Mythology (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2005). p.33.]  [3:  Eric Csapo, Theories of Mythology. p.66.]  [4:  Eric Csapo, Theories of Mythology. p.35.]  [5:  Annabel Robinson, ‘Review’, Theories of Mythology by Eric Csapo. (2007). p.363.]  [6:  Eric Csapo, Theories of Mythology. p.44.]  [7:  Eric Csapo, Theories of Mythology. p.75.] 

	Psychoanalysis was made famous through Freud and his belief in the two chambers of the mind, the conscious and the unconscious.[footnoteRef:8] Freuds discovery of the unconscious goes hand in hand with dream analysis as Freud believed that myth acted as the subconscious. Most famous is the Oedipus complex, children learning to master the “pleasure principle”.[footnoteRef:9] The Oedipus complex is a controversial theory as Freud states that as a child we went to sleep and fight either parent, “it was perhaps allected to us all to direct our first sexual impulse towards our mother and our first hatred and violent ambitions against our father”. [footnoteRef:10] As if this theory was not difficult enough, in order to generalise this theory to other cultures we must belief in universal human psyche that allows us to analysis myths as dreams.[footnoteRef:11] A further hindrance of psychoanalysis is that its phallocentric and shows little thought or care for the female experience. In order to make women fit with his theory, Freud developed the idea of “penis envy”, as a way to reflect castration anxiety show in boys. This is troublesome theory as Freud has claimed children are unaware of the facts of birth. [footnoteRef:12]   [8:  Annabel Robinson, Review. p.363.]  [9:  Eric Csapon, Theories of Mythology. p.91.]  [10:  Eric Csapon, Theories of Mythology. p.104.]  [11:  Eric Csapon, Theories of Mythology. p.94.]  [12:  Eric Csapon, Theories of Mythology. p.129.] 

	Ritualism links myth with rituals, in its more extreme form it is believed that all myths derive from rituals. By doing this the myth is no longer abstract but has been given a function. Jane Harrison is generally regarded as its founder.[footnoteRef:13] Harrison theorised that the Olympians were not a true religion but used for art and literature, echoes of a true religion predating the Olympians.[footnoteRef:14] Myths of children being taken or killed by family members are used as exampled of coming of age rituals. The death in the myth is a metaphorical death and they experience a cultural rebirth into the tribe as adults. Here is where we find an assumption, similar to that of comparative approach, that all rituals across the world are all alike rather than the myth itself.[footnoteRef:15] This approach is my choice, only by a slim margin, because I feel it emphasises the emotions and psychological links with religion and myth.   [13:  Eric Csapon, Theories of Mythology. p.145.]  [14:  Eric Csapon, Theories of Mythology. p.146.]  [15:  Eric Csapon, Theories of Mythology. p.149.] 

	
Theories of mythology can be complex and abstract, addressing myths can be intimidating because not only is there a large variety of myths across cultures but there are also variations on the myths themselves. Which myth is the correct myth to then compare with other cultures, and so on go the complexity of tying down the elusive myth. Our own culture can influence the way we approach myths, aiding in western colonisation with the idea of the subjects being nothing but savages adding to the idea of “white man’s burden”.[footnoteRef:16] This is also seen regarding women and myth, Freud did not view women’s experience as priority because they were not a priority socially and savages had no place in the society of the time and therefore needed Christian charity. I disagree with the generalisation of cultures and religions regarding these theories because it feels limiting, myths are part of a large universe that we have very little information to then try and decipher and I think trying to put cultures into matching categories has us going around in circles.  [16:  Eric Csapon, Theories of Mythology. p.45.] 
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