What are myths and are they culturally determined? Make a focused argument with reference to two or three Greek and Roman myths.

What is a myth? There are many different interpretations as to the definition of a myth. One interpretation is that myths are sacred narratives that explain how the world and man came to be.[footnoteRef:1] The adjective “sacred” is used to separate a myth from other forms of narratives such as a folktale which can start with “once upon a time”. Also, because myths can be defined as sacred myths many religions use this with little variations in the details to tell origin stories or other events.[footnoteRef:2] Another interpretation of a myth is that it is a “traditional tale with secondary, partial reference to something of collective importance,”.[footnoteRef:3] As for the word myth itself, it is derived from mythos meaning word or story and was seen as a positive by many as it sheds light on many aspects of life to give meaning and comfort to people. However often in modern terms myth is viewed as a negative.[footnoteRef:4] The word myth is used dismissively to refer to a story which is not based on fact. Plato, who was not modern source, also referred to myths negatively as they lead man astray.[footnoteRef:5] This shows there has always been conflict as to whether a myth is positive or negative as it depends if you believe myths to be errors or truths.[footnoteRef:6]  [1:  Dundes, A. 1984. P1.]  [2:  Dundes, A. 1984. P1.]  [3:  Lewis. M. E. 2006. P1.]  [4:  Dundes, A. 1984. P1.]  [5:  Dundes, A. 1984. P1.]  [6:  Cohen, P.S. 1989. P337.] 


Myths appear to be transferable in that they can be found in similar forms in many cultures. For example, origin myths and rites of passage myths can be found throughout the world. An example of this would the flood myth which appears in many different cultures. However, myths are culturally unique in some details and communicate shared cultural information about the people and their indentity. With regards to a known myth such as Noah’s flood or an equivalent flood there is a book which outlines the Christian version found in Genesis 6:13, 17; 7:11, 19, 24. It says that god tells Noah that he is no longer happy with the humans as “…the earth is full of violence because of them…” so he plans to send “…flood of waters…” to methodically create a clean slate for the out species to live a better life.[footnoteRef:7] There are other myths of floods which includes one from china. In the warring states period (481-221 BC) and early empire period (220 BC – 220 AD) there were literates that made myths for the creation of humanity to be because of sage-kings. It was these kings who later on were thought to have caused the flood. Therefore, the flood myth had some truth to it as there was a flood, it was just the belief as to who was responsibly can be seen as a myth to those who don’t believe in the sage-kings.[footnoteRef:8] This links to a statement from Leonard Woolley, who suggest that beneath history of legends “…there lurks something of fact”.[footnoteRef:9] The Greeks may also have a version of a flood but would believe that it had come from the mighty gods of Olympus such as Zeus the king of the second generation of gods called the Olympians or his brother Poseidon god of the oceans also an Olympian god. [7:  Ryan, W., & Pitman, W. 1998. P11. ]  [8:  Lewis. M. E. 2006. P16.]  [9:  Ryan, W., & Pitman, W. 1998. P21.] 


Some myths however are culturally determined for example the Greek origin myth includes gods, goddesses, Titians and other divine beings that are Greek. Although there can be a argued similarity between the Greek Olympian gods and goddesses to them of the roman pantheon of gods but differences still remain. From versions of the myth the world started off as only chaos and out of the shadows came Erebus with nothing but silence and darkness all around. Then from love came light and the birth of the Gaea in the form of the earth. From night alone birthed of death and nemesis while Gaea alone birthed Uranus (the sky). After the world itself was created beings were birthed. Gaea and Uranus birthed the thought to be three cyclopes, twelve Titians and Hecationcheires. In the account of Greek myth the Theogony by Hesiod after the Titians ruled there was chaos once again.[footnoteRef:10] From the Titan Kronos came some of the gods such as Zeus Hera, Hades, Demeter, Hestia and Poseidon. When he failed to consume his youngest Zeus because he was hidden by his mother Rhea, Zeus later saved his siblings from Kronos’s stomach. Other gods and goddesses came to be such as Apollo, Artemis,  Hermes, Athena, Aphrodite, Dionysus, Ares and Hephaestus.[footnoteRef:11] This then created the twelve Olympian which hades wasn’t part of the twelve cause he was in the underworld. The Greek origin myth is therefore culturally specific to the Greeks and is well recognised.   [10:  Hesiod. 123-146.]  [11:  Black, J. 2013.] 


Another myth that argues that myths are culturally determined is the foundation of Rome myth. Romulus and Remus were the divine sons of the god mars (god of war) it is said in the myth that the brother both desired a group of people, later known as the Romans to name their newly established city after them. So both brothers took part in a range of contests to see who was superior. The myth then goes on to say that the proceedings turned violent when Romulus won the contests. His brother was not happy about it and attempted to murder him but ended up being murdered himself.[footnoteRef:12] Henceforth the city was founded and given the name of Rome after the victor Romulus. This myth is culturally determined as its from Romulus that Rome is founded. Origins myths such as this also give people a sense of belonging and heritage as knowing what had happened to cause the world you know is important.  [12:  Potter, 2009. P22 ] 


As well as myths being a source of heritage and ancestry to the beginning of time or the beginning of a nation, they can prove as testament for the consequences of not doing what is asked of them. The most known of myth of this is the myth of Minos and the minotaur. Minos was the king of ancient Crete who had an agreement with the god Poseidon to sacrifice his best bull every year as a sign of respect to the god.[footnoteRef:13] But one day Minos received a bull who was pure white and the best he had ever seen, so instead of sacrificing it as an offering to Poseidon he kept it and sacrificed a different bull in its place.[footnoteRef:14] Poseidon discovered this and was out raged so put a curse on Minos’s wife so that she’d fall in love with the bull. Much to king Minos’s dismay his wife did and it caused a hybrid to be born who was half bull and half human.[footnoteRef:15] To try and keep it hidden Minos created a labyrinth to keep the beast in but because of Minos’s unwillingness to sacrifice the white bull he now had to sacrifice young girls to feed the minotaur every year instead.[footnoteRef:16] This myth teaches that not only if you betray or disrespect the gods or goddesses there will be consequences but also gives a moral message about doing the right thing is better than cheating and being in a situation that is far worse.       [13:  Ziolkowski, T. 2008. PP67-116]  [14:  Ziolkowski, T. 2008. PP67-116]  [15:  Ziolkowski, T. 2008. PP67-116]  [16:  Ziolkowski, T. 2008. PP67-116] 


To conclude there are different interpretations to define what a myth is which include myths being a sacred narrative linking to religion and meaning they can be separated from folktales. Another interpretation is that a myth is a traditional information with secondary added meaning to form an importance in society. There is also the argument as to whether myths are considered to be seen as positive or negative. This would most likely depend on when the myths are created and if at that time they are believed to be true due to them being the only information to explain an not yet known concept such as origin. Myths can also be culturally determined as shown by the Greek origin myth, the foundation of Rome and the myth of king Minos with his minotaur. Although some myths are culturally determined not all are as there are myths with common themes throughout different cultures for example flood myths. The flood myth is also an example that shows that myths can have some truth to then no matter how obscure the myth creator tells it.
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