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Compare and contrast two sky myths from two different cultures

This essay critically compares and contrasts two sky myths from different cultures: the Western Arrente myth centred on the impact crater of Tnorala (also known as Gosses Bluff), and the modern Western myth of alien contact, predominantly focusing on UFO and abduction beliefs. Following a brief summary of both and a note on terms, it will use the themes of explanatory beliefs, living myths, formalisation, and behaviour to contrast the two. In doing so it will examine how they fit into definitions of myth and what they may indicate about its function.
Summaries


This essay will primarily use the documentary Tnorala – Baby Falling to discuss the myth told within by the Western Arrente storyteller Mavis Malbunka.
 The myth takes place in the Dreaming, a complex but common Aboriginal cultural worldview that Nicholas Campion defined as ‘an eternal dimension…in which things that exist in the imagination are as real as anything in the physical world.’
 A star woman dancing in the Milky Way left her baby in a drinking vessel known as a coolamon, but it fell to the earth. The impact formed the crater that can now be seen in Australia’s Northern Territory, which is historically Western Arrente land. Malbunka stated that the coolamon is still visible in the winter sky, and Duane Hamacher and John Goldsmith have identified this as the constellation otherwise called Corona Australis.
 The child’s parents still look for it. Malbunka identified the searching parents as the ‘morning’ and ‘evening’ stars, and stated that they are not always visible, therefore potentially referring to Venus. Children are warned not to look at these stars, as they will make them sick. Adults are also cautioned to ‘be careful at night’ when they are visible. Malbunka also identified the mother as what ‘the white man call…minmin light.’ This phenomenon is described by both Malbunka and scholars such as John Pettigrew as bright lights in the night sky that appear to follow the observer.
 Of one particular incident involving two white health workers witnessing the phenomenon, Malbunka stated that ‘the mother must have thought that she had found her little child.’ She also explained that the myth assigns specific parts of the site to be looked after by Western Arrente men, and others by Western Arrente women, ‘like the father and mother stars.’ These places are off limits to outsiders. Finally, information boards at the site visible in the film gave further information, stating that the falling baby’s body included ‘many sacred stories, about food and other matters of importance.’ These stories are now found in the rocks at the site, and through using them in ritual, the Western Arrente people can ensure a good supply of the foods they correspond to. 


Primary source material for the alien contact myth is more diffuse. An ongoing attempt at making a comprehensive database including everything from government documents to podcast transcripts runs many million of pages.
 Some individual narratives, such as the Roswell impact of 1947, are much better known than others. However, those who believe that the Roswell impact was a crashed alien craft are unlikely to view it as an isolated incident. Indeed, the fact that accounts are so widespread is often given as reasoning for belief in the phenomenon, for example in the first edition of the investigative publication UFO Afrinews: ‘the hundreds of thousands of people who report UFO experiences cannot all be lying.’
 (Emphasis in original.)Therefore, separating out one narrative would not accurately represent the breadth of the myth. In necessarily brief summary, then, its outlines are that aliens not only exist but have visited Earth. It primarily takes the forms of UFO sightings and abduction accounts, which share some archetypes with the Tnorala myth such as things falling from the sky and erratic lights. Though some may have witnessed these phenomena themselves, belief in the myth is not limited to these people. A 1997 CNN poll found that 91% of Americans surveyed ‘had never had contact with aliens or known anyone who had,’ but that ‘nearly two-thirds of the respondents…believed that a UFO crash-landed’ near Roswell in 1947.
 Other estimates vary. A 2020 YouGov poll found that only 17% believe that aliens have visited the Earth.
 However, some contemporary grey literature, such as The Conversation and Vice, have claimed that these beliefs may recently be on the increase after waning in the 2000s.
 (They cited belief percentages of 45% and 33% respectively.) Though inconsistent, polls always indicate that alien contact is not a minor fringe belief, but accepted by many, sometimes the majority, within recent-past and contemporary Western culture. It can therefore be argued that it constitutes a modern myth, something that will be further explored throughout the rest of this essay through comparison with the Tnorala myth and various scholarly definitions of the term.
Terms 

It is first briefly necessary to discuss other terms used in this essay. The myths are referred to as from the ‘Western Arrente’ and ‘Western’ cultures. These are inevitably simplifications. In their literature review, Newman and Baumeister found that more than half of abduction reports are from the United States, with Britain making up another substantial percentage, while Asia and Africa do not produce many accounts.
 Other scholars have accepted this statement while contesting other aspects of Newman and Baumeister’s argument, for example Mahzarin Banaji and John Kihlstrom.
 However, even if people in these areas do not experience abductions and UFOs, there are those within them that believe that they occur. The previously cited UFO Afrinews published from Zimbabwe between at least 1988 and 2000. Similar publications have existed in Japan, Sri Lanka, and South Africa.
 Moreover, Eirik Saethre wrote about a particular Warlpiri community who ‘regularly sight’ UFOs and combine them with older local cosmological beliefs, demonstrating the permeability of cultures.
 Additionally, as stated, not all of Western culture subscribes to an alien contact myth, only a significant percentage. Hamacher and Ray Norris have also cautioned that this applies to sky myths in Aboriginal cultures. They stated that ‘it is common for a particular celestial object or phenomena to have different views among members of the community.’
 It may therefore be that the Western Arrente people have a similar spectrum from belief to scepticism when it comes to the Tnorala myth. Finally, when it comes to the definition of myth, Mircea Eliade wrote that it may not be possible ‘to find one definition that will cover all the types and functions of myths in all…societies.’
 This essay will therefore not attempt to determine a universal definition, but will use various definitional lenses which are useful for critically comparing and contrasting the myths in question, beginning with the supernatural explanatory narrative.
Supernatural explanations 

Eliade emphasised that, contrary to earlier, nineteenth century scholarship, the term ‘myth’ typically means a ‘true story,’ from the perspective of the people in question.
 However, they are not universally considered true. This is clear from definitions used by scholars working on both Aboriginal meteor myths and alien contact myths. Hamacher and Norris, working with the former, gave this definition: ‘stories owned by a particular culture, often invoking the supernatural to explain the nature of the universe and humanity.’
 Ted Peters, working with the latter, argued that ‘myth…seeks to create an organized world of meaning anchored in a reality transcendent to the ordinary mundane existence.’
 Though these beliefs are ‘supernatural’ or ‘transcendent,’ Hamacher and Norris, like Eliade, stated that this ‘does not imply that the beliefs are untrue.’
 However, it does imply that they may not be believed by all people, and that they may not correlate to the scientific perspective. It could therefore be argued that it is not necessary for all people within a culture to believe the same myths, particularly given the postmodernist emphasis on plurality of truth in the Western context. Moreover, both the Tnorala narratives and the alien contact narratives fit within Hamacher and Norris’ and Peters’ definitions, which emphasise the explanatory nature of myths.  At Tnorala, the myth makes explanations of phenomena including land- and skyscape features, such as the impact crater and the morning and evening stars. Equivalently, the alien contact myth has been used to explain impacts such as that at Roswell, and various forms of lights in the sky. A representative newspaper clipping from the North East Evening Gazette states that ‘hundreds of Clevelanders have reported seeing bright lights in the sky, often accompanied by flashing lights.’
 Even the term ‘UFO,’ which once expressed uncertainty in the ‘unidentified’ nature of the flying object, now inextricably offers an assumed partial explanation: extraterrestrial origin. Eliade further argued that myths explain how something came to be, but that that something could be either the whole of reality or a fragment.
 All myths are therefore not of equal weight to a culture: ‘cosmogonic myth has not the same weight as the myth of the origin of a plant.’
 In these cases the myths may be considered on the lower end of this spectrum, not explaining fundamental questions such as how the cosmos was created but instead focusing on narrower observations. 


Eliade also argued that myths occurred in a previous time or ‘sacred history.’ This is somewhat, though not straightforwardly, applicable to both these myths. Malbunka makes distinctions between events that occurred in past tense (‘this little child fell’) and those that are still occurring (‘they are both looking for their little child.’) Hamacher and Goldsmith noted that stories that occur in the Dreaming are not considered to have a specific date of origin, since it is considered an unrestricted phenomenon.
 However, Hamacher has also stated that the myth has existed for generations. 
 By comparison, the alien contact myth is more recent. However, when considering very famous individual events within the myth, there often appears to be a significant gap between the actual occurrence and the story becoming a widespread belief. For example, Jeremy Ricketts has stated that Roswell only became a focus thirty years after the initial impact.
 Joseph Laycock has argued that there was a shift towards focusing on abductee narratives in the 1980s, though he considers Betty and Barney Hill’s abduction in 1961 the foundational event that later became central to the abduction aspect of the myth.
 In summary, there does appear to be an aspect of Eliadian ‘sacred history’ in the structure of both the Tnorala myth and the alien contact myths, even if this timeline is compressed in the latter. However, neither are confined to it. For example, Malbunka is clear that the morning and evening stars are still looking for the child, and are still dangerous for children to view. UFO sightings are still reported, for example in a news story by KLTV on 31 December 2020.
 Therefore, not only does belief in these myths persist into the modern day, but the myths themselves are thought to be ongoing events. Scholarly disagreement on ‘living’ myth will therefore be explored in the next section.
Living myth


Carl Jung saw flying saucers as a living myth. 
 For him, the myth was a  ‘projection’ of contemporary anxieties; predominantly the development of space travel and the Cold War.
 He further interpreted them through his archetypal lens, identifying universal human constructs within the myth. For example the spherical shape of a flying saucer corresponds to the ‘mandala,’ ‘a psychological totality symbol.’
 Some cultural astronomers have suggested an adjacent argument, that certain aspects of sky myths were created in earliest humanity, explaining similarities among apparently separated cultures. For example, Campion argued that the interpretation of the constellation of Ursa Major as a bear, which occurs in both European and Native American cultures ‘[leaves] the possibility that it must have crossed into Alaska with migrants…no later than 10,000 BCE.’
 It is equally possible that the shared concern with falling objects and lights in the sky are a collective or archetypal consciousness reflected in both the Tnorala and alien contact myths, though this may also straightforwardly reflect their explanatory function. This is additionally reflected in David Leeming’s argument that Jung’s view of myth broke from his mentor Sigmund Freud, seeing them not as ‘primitive infantalism’ but instead a mark of sophistication, as an attempt to understand one’s place in the world.
 Other scholars have applied similar arguments to abduction narratives. Joseph Laycock took Wouter J. Hanegraaff’s rejection of the idea that modern cultures have ‘outgrown’ the need for myth (attributed to Edward Burnett Tylor and Lucien Lévy-Bruhl) and applied it with this Jungian lens, stating that conversely ‘modernity…has led to a state of chronic uncertainty,’ which still requires myth to explain.
 Though these arguments again return to the previously discussed explanatory function, they emphasise that it is of continued use in modern Western culture. This is something that Eliade only partially agreed with. Though he wrote that ‘some forms of “mythical behaviour” still survive,’ due to being ‘constituents of the human being,’ he did not consider this to be the same phenomenon as living myths.
 His key distinctions were that many mythologies had undergone a formalisation process which separated them from their ritual culture, whereas living myths formed the basis of both sacred and profane behaviour.
 Therefore, these aspects of the myths, or the lack thereof, will be compared and contrasted in the following sections.
Formalisation and behaviour

Eliade argued that some mythologies had been ‘reinterpreted and elaborated by their theologians and ritualists’ until systematised, and did not therefore reflect the functions and structure of living myth.
 However, it can be argued that neither of the myths in question here are systematised. Neither has a particular canonical text that outlines and defines them. Though this essay has focused on Malbunka’s telling from the documentary Tnorala – Baby Falling, this was intended for outsider consumption and there is evidence that it does not encompass every aspect of the myth, such as the information boards visible in the footage giving different aspects of information. As mentioned, the alien contact myth is characterised by its diffuse nature; due to the numerical proliferation of experiences, it is likely that no two adherents will have heard quite the same set of narratives. Moreover, while Hamacher has argued that it is unlikely that the myth of Tnorala has been influenced by the Western explanation of a meteor impact (though other Aboriginal impact myths, like that of Wolf’s Bluff, may have been) there is evidence that it has changed over time. 
 New developments have been incorporated into the narrative, such as the more recent loss of one of the rocks at the site being associated with a reduction in the corresponding food type, and the experience of white settlers with the minmin light.
 The alien contact myth has also changed across time. For example, Laycock argued that there was a movement from focus on UFOs to abductees in the 1980s, and then in the late 1990s and 2000s to alien-human hybrids.
 He attributed this shift to a lesser cultural anxiety over nuclear war, and a greater focus on environmental catastrophe.
 Others, such as Robert Pearson Flaherty, have agreed that the end of the Cold War meant a move away from nuclear anxiety, but have attributed changes in focus towards abduction to reproductive anxiety and the tension between individualism and collectivism.
 As previously stated, primary sources also appear to catalogue a waning followed by a very resent resurgence that has not yet had time to be examined in scholarship.
 It is clear that neither myth is static even as they persist into contemporary cultures. They therefore may challenge Eliade’s model of formalised modern mythologies contrasted against the ‘primordial’ other.


Eliade’s other major argument regarding living myth stated that they ‘reveal exemplary models’ for action in many areas of life, both sacred and profane. This may be partially reflected at Tnorala, where Malbunka states (without clear detail) that the mother and father stars inform male- and female-specific areas of the site. There does not appear to be a directly equivalent revelation in the alien contact myth. Moreover, Eliade argued that societies seek to ‘re-enact’ living myths. 
 This does not appear to be an aspect of either myth in question. It cannot therefore be argued that they perfectly fit Eliade’s definition of a living myth. However, it is still valuable to examine them from a behavioural perspective. Indeed, given Jung’s influence, much of the focus on alien contact as a myth has been from a psychological and behavioural lens. This analytical lens often refers to a ‘personal mythology,’ a term first coined by Ernst Kris.
 Stanley Krippner wrote that these personal myths now serve ‘explaining, guiding, and sacralizing’ functions for individuals, similarly to how ‘cultural myths once served those functions for an entire society.’
 However, he also noted that personal and cultural myths influence one another, an argument also made by other scholars such as Richard Sartore.
 It can therefore be argued that there is not a firm distinction between personal and cultural myths, particularly when it comes to diffuse sets of beliefs such as alien contact. Impacts on behaviour can therefore be cultural and personal, as well as sacred and profane. 


The cultural impact of the alien contact myth can be seen in political priorities, for example through the assigning of government funds to research projects like Project Blue Book, which existed from 1947 to 1969.
 At Tnorala, there is an overlap between cultural impact and sacred behaviour. Rituals are conducted using rocks from the site to invite abundant food, and the site is considered vitally important to the Western Arrente people, which led to them objecting to it being handed over to a mining company.
 Eventually, it became a conservation reserve under Western Arrente custodianship. Malbunka further stated that the story teaches that future generations must ‘keep [the land] strong and care for it,’ and in order to know that this is necessary, the story itself should be passed on from generation to generation.
 It has been argued that the alien contact myth has had a similar effect at certain key areas. Major UFO crash sites, such as Roswell, have become places where believers (and tourists) gather, with museums to pass the story forward. Jeremy Ricketts has stated that Roswell has become a place where pilgrims attend, ‘many of whom believe the land is sacred.’
 At these sites we can see the spectrum of personal behavioural impact. For example, as reported by the Washington Post, during a recent gathering there known as ‘Storm Area 51,’ many of the thousands of attendees ‘came for the memes,’ however others gave interviews stating that they had attended because of genuine belief: ‘“I want to see them [aliens] again.”’.
 However, where sacred behaviour may encourage visiting associated areas, profane behaviour influenced by the myths may have a discouraging effect. Among the aforementioned Warlpiri community who have a strong belief in UFOs, Saethre has written that they do not believe that Warlpiri people will be abducted, but that non-Aboriginal people may be. Therefore they advise visitors to avoid driving at night, or to include Warlpiri people in the car.
 Saethre reported that some non-Aboriginal visitors to the community ‘confessed to becoming gradually more hesitant to drive long distances at night.’
 Comparably, the Tnorala myth is used to advise people, particularly children, to avoid looking at the morning and evening stars. Hamacher has argued that myths ‘contain information about nature, survival, cultural practices, and social structure for the peoples that developed them.’
 In these cases, it may be that the myths are discouraging the comparatively risky behaviour of being outside after dark, therefore giving them a function of passing on survival practices. In summary, though neither myth fully fits Eliade’s definition of ‘living,’ they are considered living by other theorists such as Jung. Moreover, they are not formalised but continue to change, and have comparable influences on a range of behaviours within their respective cultures, which could be explored further to theorise on the function of myth.

Conclusion


This essay critically compared and contrasted the Tnorala myth of the Western Arrente and the Western myth of alien contact. It found that they had certain archetypal similarities, such as a focus on falling objects and lights in the sky. It then argued that both are contemporary living myths. To do this, it first looked at definitions that state that myths are narratives that are both true and supernatural, giving them an explanatory function. It found that this applied to both myths, explaining phenomena such as land and sky features in a way that is not strictly encompassed within scientific discourses. It then explored Eliade’s idea of ‘sacred time,’ and found that while both narratives do appear to take place in this mythic past, they are also seen as persisting into contemporary time. This led to a discussion of ‘living’ myths, contrasting Eliade’s assertion that these do not persist in Western culture with Jung’s argument that they do. It found overlap between these two arguments that once again reflected myths’ explanatory functions. Then it went on to examine Eliade’s arguments that modern (Western) myths are formalised, and found that neither the Tnorala myth or the alien contact myths appear to have been systematised. However, it did find that they do not adhere to his arguments about revealing exemplary behaviour and requiring re-enactment. It therefore argued that while the myths do not entirely fit Eliade’s description of living myths, they do adhere to other definitions, such as Jung’s. It then compared some of the impact on behaviour that these myths do have, concluding that this may be a useful way to further explore the function of myth. 
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