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A CRITICAL COMPARISON OF TWO JSTOR PAPERS
1,927 words

INTRODUCTION
[bookmark: _GoBack]This essay critically compares two JSTOR articles.  The two papers chosen are Wayne Elzey, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexician Religions', Numen, 23:2 (1976), 114-135. And Nancy M. Farriss, 'Remembering the Future, Anticipating the Past: History, Time and Cosmology among the Maya of Yucatan', Comparative Studies in Society and History, 29:3 (1987), 566-593. 
The themes being examined here concern three aspects of the pre-Hispanic cultures of the Maya of the Yucatan, and the Nahua from Mexico: the relationship between the uses of cyclical and linear time in a single culture; the discussion of previous scholarly analysis; and the involvement of humans in the maintenance of the universe.

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN LINEAR AND CYCLICAL TIME
The two cultures examined in these articles had linear as well as cyclical concepts of time.  Elzey and Farriss described some similarities in the way the Maya and the Nahua cycles constructed calendrical time as ‘cycles within cycles’, while also recording history in a linear fashion.  However there were also clear differences in the balance between the two in the different cultures.  In the case of the Maya, Farriss laid emphasis on the domination of cyclical time as providing the greater and more important structure:  ‘In the Maya system of thought …. linear time is incorporated into an all-encompassing cyclical pattern.’[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Nancy M. Farriss, 'Remembering the Future, Anticipating the Past: History, Time and Cosmology among the Maya of Yucatan', Comparative Studies in Society and History, 29:3 (1987) p573] 

For the Nahua, Elzey described the existence of a thoroughly linear and eschatological structure, known as the Myth of the Suns; yet within that structure, the cyclical nature of their calendrical system provided a system of cycles including a very important 52 year cycle:  ‘The time-counting systems are made up throughout of cycles, sub-cycles and supercycles consisting of four discrete periods and quadrants of time and space.’[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Wayne Elzey, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexician Religions', Numen, 23:2 (1976) p127] 

Farriss examined the relationship between the linear and cyclic systems in general as well as in the particular case of the Maya and it found to be complex, but not equal; as Farris asserts:  ‘I go further and say the one concept must be subordinated to or incorporated into the other.’[footnoteRef:3]  In support of this assertion she cites Howe, who provided evidence from Balinese culture that both linear and cyclic concepts of time can co-exist. [3:  Nancy M. Farriss, Remembering the Future, p572] 

‘I contend that […] duration […] can be conceived of as both cyclical and irreversible at the same time. I would also argue that societies vary in terms of how they emphasise the cyclical and linear features of duration.’[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Leopold E. A. Howe, ‘The Social Determination of Knowledge: Maurice Bloch and Balinese Time’,   Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland,  New Series, Vol. 16, No. 2 (Jun., 1981), p231] 


Howe made the point here that cultures across the world use both cyclical and linear systems of time, and that the main variation lies in the balance between them.  Farris concurred with this position, and considered that in Maya society the cyclical system was paramount.

The systems of time underlying the Maya and Nahua cultures can in a sense be seen as ‘mirror images’ of each other, one dominated by a cyclical system, and the other by a linear system, yet both cultures including both.  In both cases there was an interweaving between them that defied a really simple description, and which had been widely misunderstood by previous western scholars.

PREVIOUS SCHOLARSHIP
Both articles examined in this essay contained challenges to the previous recording and analysis of their subject areas. In particular, Farris discussed aspects of a theory to be found in the work of scholars such as Goody and Watt, that societies lacking written language necessarily develop cyclical concepts of time, while literate societies develop linear systems.  
‘…it was only in the days of the first widespread alphabetic culture idea of "logic" - of an immutable and impersonal mode of appears to have arisen; and it was also only then that the sense of past as an objective reality was formally developed, a process in distinction between "myth" and "history" took on a decisive importance’[footnoteRef:5]   [5:  Jack Goody and Ian Watt,  ‘The Consequences of Literacy’, Comparative Studies in Society and History , Vol. 5, No. 3 (Apr., 1963) p321] 

Farriss had not found evidence to support this however, except in a single case: that of Western civilization.  Indeed, she argues that the ‘myth of the eternal return’ described by Mircea Eliade as consisting of ‘…concrete time […]  projected into mythical time’ [footnoteRef:6]  as a ‘universal mental construct from which only Western historicism had deviated’[footnoteRef:7]  is more readily applicable to the Maya system of thought. [6:  Mircea Eliade, ‘Cosmos and History’, translated by Willard R. Trask, (Harper Torchbooks ) p20]  [7:  Nancy M. Farriss, Remembering the Future, p568] 


Elzey also took issue with previous scholars, such as Humboldt, who had remarked on close analogies between the Nahua Myth of the Suns and other systems of world ages.[footnoteRef:8]  Elzey found that the emphasis of most works examining the myth was on seeking parallels with other cultures and that this may have prevented previous scholars from examining the myth as of interest in itself, and from appreciating its unique nature.  Additionally, Elzey considered that the Myth of the Suns had been fundamentally misunderstood by most scholars as representing a narrative of progress or evolution in Nahua society.  This he considered to be incorrect, and asserted that:  ‘Nowhere in the story of the Suns in there any indication of gradual progress, development, improvement or evolution.’[footnoteRef:9]  He agreed that a clear difference existed between the first four ages and the fifth, or current age since the fifth Sun was initiated differently from the others, and included the creation of humans and their skills and civilisation as well as a different internal structure.  However he did not construe this as progress;  it remained clear that the fifth Sun, like the previous four, would come to an end, and with it, the entire universe. [8:  Alexander von Humboldt, Researches concerning the Institutions and Monuments of the Ancient Inhabitants of America, with Descriptions and Views of some of the Most Striking Scenes in the Cordilleras, 2 vols, translated by Helen Maria Williams (London: Longman, n.d.),I, 281, and II, 15-33]  [9:  Wayne Elzey, The Nahua Myth of the Suns, p123] 

Any study must build on the work of previous scholars, and in both of these articles the contribution of fore-runners has been discussed, and also challenged.  Both Farriss and Elzey brought a fresh perspective to their subjects, and provided convincing arguments for viewing the Maya and the Nahua systems of thought in a new light.

THE INVOLVEMENT OF HUMANS IN THE MAINTENANCE OF THE UNIVERSE
The involvement of humans in the maintenance of the universe was a feature of both the Maya as described by Farris, and the Nahua as described by Elzey.  However, the involvement had a very different basis in each culture.  Farris pointed out that among the Maya, evil was conceived as disorder, and as a constant threat in human as well as cosmic affairs, which must be resisted if the cosmic cycles are to continue.  Understandably this was a major preoccupation, and Farriss considers this to be a factor in the cyclical structure of time by the Maya, as this provided a ‘reassuring predictability by subsuming these accidental diachronies into the longer-term cyclical pattern of cosmic time’.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Nancy M. Farriss, Remembering the Future, p575] 

Farris explained that though evil was thought of as an external threat, unlike the Spanish concept of evil within each human being, it was nevertheless incumbent on each human to play their part in keeping the system going.  This was accomplished by ensuring that the pattern of the past, as recorded in the Maya Books of Chilam Balam, was followed and repeated where necessary, and the correct rites and rituals were followed.  This was offered as an explanation for the fact that the Books of Chilam Balam, which recorded the Maya history, were not arranged in an order we would recognise as historical.  Chronology in the books was mixed, with events of a similar pattern or meaning being described together, despite occurring at different times; this was because the purpose of the record was to ensure the repetition of the pattern, rather than record successive events, so when that point in the cycle came around once more, events of the same pattern could be expected or, if necessary, created.
The situation described by Elzey for the Nahua also required human agency to maintain the system, but only in a sense of periodically averting the end of the universe that was the inevitable end of the Myth of the Suns. There was no suggestion that the five ages, or Suns, were themselves in any way a repeating pattern.  All human activity was focused on maintaining the current age, of the fifth Sun, and in particular on the intervals within the age of the fifth Sun between each year, and each 52 year cycle:  ‘The truly crucial periods were precisely those which had no order and definition to them, and which stood “between times”’[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Wayne Elzey, The Nahua Myth of the Suns, p128] 

Elzey stressed the differences between the age of the fifth Sun and the previous four, indicating that the structure arising from the sequence of the first four Suns was recreated within the fifth Sun.  He was at pains however to emphasise that the five ages, or Suns, are not in any way to be considered as an evolutionary progression, despite the attempts of some scholars, such as Leon-Portilla to assert that the myth expresses ‘the idea of evolution towards better forms from age to age’.[footnoteRef:12]  Instead, Elzey made clear that in the myth of the Suns, ‘Each Sun stands on its own, autonomous and apparently without internal change until it is destroyed and another takes its place’[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Leon-Portilla, Pre-Columbian Literatures of Mexico, trans. Grace Lobanov and Leo-Portilla, (Norman, Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma Press, 1969),  p30]  [13:  Wayne Elzey, The Nahua Myth of the Suns,  p123] 

It was also important to note that the fifth, current age was the final one before the end of the universe:  ‘With the end of the fifth Sun the system has collapsed.’[footnoteRef:14]  It was therefore incumbent on the Mexicans to postpone the final cataclysm by ensuring that the events of the myth were re-enacted and re-energised through rituals, such as the ‘New Fire ceremony’.  There was no question of a sixth Sun to follow. [14:  Wayne Elzey, The Nahua Myth of the Suns,  p130] 

For both the Nahua and the Maya human involvement was seen as crucial to the maintenance of the universe.  In the case of the Nahua, the threat was literally one of total extinction of the entire universe at certain critical points in the calendar.  However for the Maya, the threat consisted of ever-imminent chaos and disorder, and required high levels of constant vigilance.

CONCLUSION
This essay compared and contrasted two JSTOR papers.  The two papers chosen were Wayne Elzey, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexician Religions', Numen, 23:2 (1976), 114-135 and Nancy M. Farriss, 'Remembering the Future, Anticipating the Past: History, Time and Cosmology among the Maya of Yucatan', Comparative Studies in Society and History, 29:3 (1987), 566-593.  These articles were considered via the themes of the relationship between linear and cyclical time, discussion of previous scholarship, and the way the systems described required the involvement of humans in the maintenance of the universe.  
In investigating the evidence, both similarities and significant differences between the Nahua and the Maya in all of these areas were found.  The cultures under consideration could be viewed as ‘mirror images’ of each other in that both combined cyclical and linear time in their world view, while inverting the dominance of the systems. A cyclical concept  of time was considered to dominate for the Maya, and a linear concept for the Nahua of Mexico.  Arguments were made in both articles for failings and limitations in the body of previous scholarship and evidence was presented to support alternative analyses of the nature and significance of the Maya and Nahua systems of time.  The need for human involvement in maintaining the universe was described in both articles, but the details and significance differed in how this was construed as the Maya were threatened by chaos and disorder, while the Nahua were threatened by the extinction of the universe.  The different nature of the threat gave rise to different cultural behaviours.
The papers examined in this exercise suggested that concepts of time and history were very powerful in shaping a culture and a peoples’ behaviour.  It was also indicated that unravelling the factors involved in a world-view can be a complex matter, and that previous scholarship should be considered carefully and critically.
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