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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
Word Count: 2046


In this essay I will be comparing and contrasting two journal articles; ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religions’ by Wayne Elzey[footnoteRef:1], and ‘How the Dog Got Its Days: A Skeptical Inquiry into Traditional Star and Weather Lore’ by Eleanor R. Long [footnoteRef:2]. Wayne Elzey, a late professor of Comparative Religion at Miami University, Ohio, focused his research heavily on Aztec and Mayan cultures throughout his academic career[footnoteRef:3]. With The Nahua Myth of the Suns, Elzey sets out to propose three main hypotheses regarding the importance of the Nahua Myth of the Suns. This includes the potential for the myth to characterise time in a pattern other than linear or cyclical. Likewise, Eleanor R Long also attempts to analyse the validity of a mythological and cultural phenomena, namely the midsummer period of “dog days”. Long, a professor and scholar of comparative mythology, folklore and Medieval Literature[footnoteRef:4] delves into the originations of the mythology surrounding the “dog star” Sirius and the ways in which various cultural interpretations may have contributed to the phenomena of “dog days”. Consequently, this essay will explore the extent to which Long and Elzey’s articles support and achieve their respective hypotheses; whilst also discussing the importance of mythology, folklore through debates of culture and cosmology in both Western and non-Western cultural traditions. [1:  Elzey, W., ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religions’, Numen, 23:2 (Aug, 1976), pp.114-135]  [2:  Long, Eleanor R., ‘How the Dog Got Its Days: A Skeptical Inquiry into Traditional Star and Weather Lore’, Western Folklore, 43 (1984), pp.256-264.]  [3:  ‘Wayne Elzey Obituary’, in Journal-News (2012) [accessed via https://www.legacy.com/us/obituaries/hamilton/name/wayne-elzey-obituary?id=24044697]]  [4:  ‘Eleanor R. Long-Wilgus (1923-2005)’ in Journal of American Folklore (2006) [accessed via https://muse.jhu.edu/article/196929]] 


	In order to compare both Long and Elzey’s papers, it is first vital to also define key terms that will be referenced. In particular, this includes definitions of culture, cosmology, mythology and folklore. As suggested by Nicholas Campion in Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions[footnoteRef:5], cosmology can be “a conception of the cosmos…We can identify different cosmologies, many of which may have common features but that are all the products of their own cultures” (ibid.). In his book ‘Culture’[footnoteRef:6], Terry Eagleton suggests it may be useful to define culture as “the values, customs, beliefs and symbolic practices by which men and women live” (ibid.). According to Michalopoulos and Xue[footnoteRef:7], folklore is “the collection of traditional beliefs, customs, and stories of a community passed through the generations by word of mouth” (ibid.), whilst Berk describes how mythology is generally associated with cultural identity[footnoteRef:8], stating it as having “a key role in civilisation and cultural movements throughout [the] history” (ibid.). Therefore, it appears already that there exists an intrinsic link between culture, folklore and mythology in the development and maintenance of cultural identity and formation, something demonstrated in both The Nahua Myth of Suns, and How the Dog Got its Days. [5:  Campion, Nicholas., Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, NYU Press (2012), pp.5]  [6:  Eagleton, Terry., Culture, Yale University Press (2016), pp.1]  [7:  Michalopoulos S, Xue MM., Folklore, The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 30;136(4) (2021 January)]  [8:  Berk, F M., The Role of Mythology as a Cultural Identity and a Cultural Heritage: The Case of Phrygian Mythology, Procedia - Social and Behavioural Sciences, Volume 225, 2016, pp.68.] 


For instance, Long and Elzey aim to bring together varying interpretations of their individual subject matters with specific attention to cosmology and culture. Elzey focuses on the fragmented accounts of the long-standing Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religious myth[footnoteRef:9] across general Mesoamerican culture and history, aiming to argue in favour of the Nahua Myth of the Suns functioning as “a structural paradigm or model”, observing their rituals, their calendars and their beliefs as a direct result of the myth’s formative, constructive effect upon Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religious culture (ibid). Long chooses to analyse a specific cultural phenomenon across Greek, Persian, Babylonian and Hindu cultural traditions, offering various explanations that conclude with the argument “dog days” likely originates from the cultural connection between heat, dogs and disease[footnoteRef:10]. Indeed, Long’s paper pertains largely towards astrological interpretations of the phenomena, particularly through the notion that the Western tradition of “dog days” acts as “pilot days [that] are predictive of rain or drought”. The heliacal rising of Sirius is also connected to the Hindu “rain-indicating days”[footnoteRef:11]. Long also describes the varying etymological originations of the “dog star”, Sirius, from the Egyptian “Sothis, the Chinese hou-chi, each of which is a translation of the Babylonian Kah-sidi “arrow””[footnoteRef:12]. This is dissimilar to Elzey’s discussion of The Nahua Myth of Suns, which focuses markedly more on the religious aspect and structural cultural influence of the Mesoamerican myth. This occurs namely though the in-depth discussion of the “primordial and unchanging source”[footnoteRef:13] of which the myth speaks, representing a Platonist interpretation and belief of a single, everlasting universe or source that is “uniformly existent”[footnoteRef:14], around which calendar stones and ritual activities are constructed within Pre-Hispanic Mexican religious culture. Consequently, despite approaching the subject in different ways, each paper relates cosmology directly to culture, whether that be through predictive astrological cultural influence or religious construction within cultures.  [9:  Elzey, W., ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religions’, Numen, 23:2 (Aug, 1976), pp.116]  [10:  Long, Eleanor R., ‘How the Dog Got Its Days: A Skeptical Inquiry into Traditional Star and Weather Lore’, Western Folklore, 43 (1984), pp.264.]  [11:   Long, Eleanor R., ‘How the Dog Got Its Days: A Skeptical Inquiry into Traditional Star and Weather Lore’, Western Folklore, 43 (1984), pp.260.]  [12:  Long, Eleanor R., ‘How the Dog Got Its Days: A Skeptical Inquiry into Traditional Star and Weather Lore’, Western Folklore, 43 (1984), pp.259.]  [13:  Elzey, W., ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religions’, Numen, 23:2 (Aug, 1976), pp.135]  [14:  Plato, ‘Timaeus’, Loeb Classical Library 234, D28, pp.48-49, Harvard University Press] 


Furthermore, an interesting comparison occurs through Elzey and Long’s adherence to cosmologies as meaning-making systems within cultures, in line with Campion’s definition of cosmology having influence on culture, as well as being descriptive and representative of it[footnoteRef:15]. For instance, Long begins by looking at “plausible”[footnoteRef:16] explanations of the phenomena of “dog days”, associated with the cyclical yearly rising of the “dog star” (ibid.). Long assesses the validity and origination of each interpretation of “dog days” against one another across a variety of cultures, particularly regarding their “precise temporal relationship”[footnoteRef:17] to Sirius, and other mythological or weather-related contexts that may account for the varying definitions. Indeed, Long places emphasis on the importance of symbols in her investigation into “dog days”, in line with Jung’s contention that “Archetypes are, by definition, factors and motifs that arrange psychic elements into certain images, characterised as archetypal, but in such a way they can be recognised only by the effects the produce”[footnoteRef:18]. Long focuses mainly on the dog as a symbol or archetype, specifically noted in the Hindu identification of “dog days”, I.e., “Lubhdaka…or Ardra-Lubhdaka”, both variations of “hunter” or “water-producing dog”, which also has links in its etymology to Hindu weather lore and Persian weather prognostications[footnoteRef:19]. However, Elzey argues that a “tendency to focus on the details and motifs on the myth… has resulted in obscuring a larger and more fundamental issue”, thus choosing to focus on the debate of what the Myth of the Suns suggests about linear time, evolution and advancement instead[footnoteRef:20], whilst Long’s paper deems archetypes and symbolic considerations vital in the dissection of the originations of “dog days”. Similarly, James Hillman argues that archetypes and symbols are a psychic process by which humans come to understand themselves, stating that “if archetypal images are the fundamentals of fantasy, they are the means by which the world is imagined, and therefore they are the modes by which all knowledge, all experiences whatsoever become possible”[footnoteRef:21]. As a result, Hillman’s contentions raise questions to whether Elzey’s proposition to exclude considerations of archetypes and motifs allows for a full understanding of the representation of the ages in The Nahua Myth of the Suns.  [15:  Campion, Nicholas., The Importance of Cosmology in Culture: Contexts and Consequences, in Trends in Modern Cosmology (2017), IntechOpen, [accessed via https://doi.org/10.5772/67976]]  [16:  Long, Eleanor R., ‘How the Dog Got Its Days: A Skeptical Inquiry into Traditional Star and Weather Lore’, Western Folklore, 43 (1984), pp.257.]  [17:  Long, Eleanor R., ‘How the Dog Got Its Days: A Skeptical Inquiry into Traditional Star and Weather Lore’, Western Folklore, 43 (1984), pp.257.]  [18:  Jung, Carl, ‘A Psychological Approach to the Trinity,’ in Collected Works of C.G Jung, 11, Psychology and Religion: West and East, (1969) par. 222, note 2]  [19:  Long, Eleanor R., ‘How the Dog Got Its Days: A Skeptical Inquiry into Traditional Star and Weather Lore’, Western Folklore, 43 (1984), pp.259.]  [20:  Elzey, W., ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religions’, Numen, 23:2 (Aug, 1976), pp.121]  [21:  Hillman, James, ‘Archetypal Psychology: A Brief Account’, (1985), Spring Publications Inc, Dallas, Texas, Ch.3 p.12. ] 



In addition, Elzey explicitly states that his paper has “no intention of trying to reduce the complexities of central Mexican eschatological beliefs to the almost formal logical system of the system of world periods”[footnoteRef:22], suggesting his awareness of the cultural conditionality and usual bias in the analysis and understanding of non-Western cultures and cosmologies by Western scholars. This is in line with the anti-reductionist perspective on the beneficial impact of embracing non-Western cultures in Western religious education, as proffered by Mircea Eliade[footnoteRef:23].  However, Campion states that cosmology tends to be “a concern of Western scholars”[footnoteRef:24], thus suggesting that Elzey’s attempt to understand and produce cohesive academic information on the cosmologies of a non-Western religious tradition and its mythology attests to the argument that despite attempts to “reduce complexities”, Elzey’s analysis is still subject to cultural conditioning. This criticism is further evidenced by Terry Eagleton, a Marxist theorist who suggests that Western culture is hegemonic, therefore it is impossible for one to exist outside of cultural conditioning. This is particularly relevant with regards to anthropology, as stated by Eagleton in The Idea of Culture, “culture as civilisation had borrowed its distinctions between high and low from early anthropology… The anthropological sense of the world became more descriptive than evaluative”[footnoteRef:25]. Consequently, Elzey’s paper can be criticised for the extent to which he achieves his aim of cohesively interpreting the Nahua Myth of the Suns from outside the hegemonic Western cultural standpoint. [22:  Elzey, W., ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religions’, Numen, 23:2 (Aug, 1976), pp.120]  [23:  Eliade, Mircea, ‘Myths, Dreams and Mysteries: The encounter between contemporary faiths and archaic realities”, trans. Phillip Mairet (1960), (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1967) pp.9, via: Idinopulous, Thomas A., Yonan, Edward A.,  ‘Religion and Reductionism: Essays on Eliade, Segal and the Challenge of the Social Sciences for the Study of Religion’, BRILL, Numen, 62 (1994), pp.84.]  [24:  Campion, Nicholas., Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, NYU Press (2012), pp.3]  [25:  Eagleton, Terry., ‘Versions of Culture’ in The Idea of Culture, Blackwell (2000). Ch. 1, 1-31, pp.14] 



In conclusion, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religions’ by Wayne Elzey[footnoteRef:26], and ‘How the Dog Got Its Days: A Skeptical Inquiry into Traditional Star and Weather Lore’ by Eleanor R. Long [footnoteRef:27] share many similarities in the ways they view mythology and folklore as impacting culture. Both propose hypotheses and evidence that reinforces the idea of cosmology as meaning-making, however differences are apparent in the ways in which each author discusses the meaning that is made. Both follow an Eliadian perspective of the importance of including non-Western traditions in Western scholarly thought, yet this essay has discussed the extent to which it is possible for Western academia to exist outside of the culture it is produced within, even when aware of the ways in which research may be culturally conditioned.  [26:  Elzey, W., ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religions’, Numen, 23:2 (Aug, 1976), pp.114-135]  [27:  Long, Eleanor R., ‘How the Dog Got Its Days: A Skeptical Inquiry into Traditional Star and Weather Lore’, Western Folklore, 43 (1984), pp.256-264.] 
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