Mary Douglas

The Meaning of Myth
 With special reference to ‘La Geste d’Asdiwal’

Social anthropology, as we know it, was born of a professedly
empirical approach. And it was first developed in Britain. These
two marks, of being British and empirical, are not accidentally
linked. This is the home of philosophical scepticism, an attitude
of thought which has insulated us more effectively than the
North Sea and the Channel from Continental movements of
ideas. Our intellectual climate is plodding and anti-metaphysical.
Yet, in spite of these traditions, we cannot read much of
Lévi-Strauss without feeling some excitement. To social studies
he holds out a promise of the sudden lift that new methods of
science could give. He has developed his vision so elaborately
and documented it so massively from so many fields of our
subject that he commands our attention.

He has developed most explicitly in connection with myth his
ideas of the place of sociology within a single grand discipline
of Communication. This part of his teaching draws very broadly
on the structural analysis of linguistics, and on cybernetics and
communication theory in general, and to some extent on the
related theory of games. Briefly, its starting-point is that it is
the nature of the mind to work through form. Any experience
is received in a structured form, and these forms or structures,
which are a condition of knowing, are generally unconscious
(as, for example, unconscious categories of language). Further-
more, they vary little in modern or in ancient times. They

- always consist in the -creation of pairs of opposites, which are
balanced against one another and built up in various (algebrai-
cally representable) ways. All the different kinds of patterned
activity can be analysed according to the different structures .
they produce. For example, social life is a matter of interaction
between persons. There are three different types of social
communication. First, there is kinship, the structure underlying
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Mary Douglas '
last the tale is a trite lesson about Hebrew sexual morality. I
will say more below of how these ‘versions’ would look coming
out of the mythologic computer. At this stage of the discussion
we should treat the computer as a red herring and forget for
the moment the quest for the real meaning. We can then begin
seriously to evaluate Lévi-Strauss’s approach to mythology.
First, we should recognize his debt to the dialectical method
of . Hegelian-Marxist philosophy. The dialectic was' Hegel’s

speculation about the nature of reality and about the logical

technique by which it could be grasped. When Lévi-Strauss
says that mythic thought follows a strict logic of its own, he

means a Hegelian logic of thesis, antithesis, and m%barmmw.u_

moving in ever more complex cycles to comprehend all the
oppositions and limitations inherent in thought. According to

Lévi-Strauss, the structure of myth is a dialectic structure in

which opposed logical positions: are stated, the oppositions
mediated by a restatement, which again, when its internal
structure becomes clear, gives rise to another kind of opposition,
- which in its turn is mediated or resolved, and so on. =
On the assumption that it is the nature of myth to mediate
‘contradictions, the " method of ' analysis “must proceed by
“distinguishing the oppositions and the mediating elements. And
it follows, too, that the function of myth is to portray the
contradictions in the basic premises of the culture. The same
goes for the relation of myth to social reality. The myth is a
contemplation of the unsatisfactory compromises which, after
all, compose social life. In the devious statements of the myth,
people can recognize- indirectly. what. it would be difficult to
admit openly and yet what is patently clear-to all and sundry,
that the ideal is not attainable. . ... . ... .
Lévi-Strauss does not stick his neck out so far as to say that
people are reconciled better or worse to their makeshift arrange-
ments and contradictory formulae — but merely that myth makes..

- explicit their experience of the contradictoriness of reality.

. A summary of ‘La Geste d’Asdiwal’® best demonstrates how
this is to be understood. It is a cycle. of myths told by the
Tsimshian tribes. These are a sparse population of migratory
hunters and fishers who live on the. Pacific coast, south of
Alasgka. They are culturally in the same group with Haida and
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Tlingit, northernmost representatives of Northwest Coast

: ... culture. Topographically their territory is dominated by the
"+, two parallel rivers, Nass and Skeena, which flow southwest to

the sea. In the summer they live on vegetable products collected
by women, and in winter on marine and land animals and fish

~killed by the men. The movements of fish and game dictate

their seasonal movements between sea and mountains, and the

‘northern and southern rivers. The Tsimshian were organized in_

dispersed matrilineal clans and lived in typical Northwest Coast
composite dwellings which housed several families. They tended
to live with their close maternal kin, generally practising
avunculocal residence at marriage and the ideal was to marry

a mother’s brother’s daughter.

- The myth begins during the winter famine in the Skeena
..valley. A mother and_daughter, separated hitherto by their
marriages but now both widowed by the famine, set out from

. East and West, one from upstream and one from downstream
..of the frozen Skeena, to.meet each other half-way. The
.daughter becomes the wife of a mysterious bird who feeds
them both and when she gives birth to a miraculous child,

+ Asdiwal, its, bird father gives him a magic bow and arrow,
. lance, snow-shoes, cloak, and hat which make him invisible
at will, invincible, and able to produce an inexhaustible
supply . of food. The old mother dies and the bird father

. disappears. Asdiwal and his mother walk West to her natal

+ . village. From there he follows a white bear into the sky

where it is revealed as Evening-Star, the daughter of the Sun.
“When Asdiwal has succeeded, thanks to his magic equipment,
in a series of impossible tasks, the Sun allows him to marry
. Evening-Star, and, because he is homesick, to take his wife
. back to.the earth generously supplied with magic food. Or
earth, because Asdiwal is unfaithful to her, his sky wife
leaves him. He follows her half-way to the sky, where she
" kills him with a thunderbolt. His father-in-law, the Sun,
brings him  to_life and they live together in the sky until
Asdiwal feels homesick again. Once home, Asdiwal finds his
mother is dead and, since nothing keeps him in her village,
he continues walking to the West. This time he makes a
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Mary Douglas

the harmony established between these elements: first he feels
homesick, then, once at home, he betrays his sky wife for a
terrestrial girl, and then, in the sky, he feels homesick again.
Thus the whole sky episode ends on a negative position. In the
second phase, when Asdiwal makes his first human marriage,
new set of oppositions are released: mountain-hunting and
sea-hunting; land and sea. g

Asdiwal wins the contest as a land-hunter, and in consequence
is abandoned by his wife’s brothers. Next time Asdiwal’s
marriage allies him with island-dwellers, and the same confliot
between land and sea takes place, this time on the seq in a boat,
which Asdiwal has to leave in the final stage of the hunt in order
to climb onto the reef of rock. Taken together, these two phases
can be broken down into a series of unsuccessful mediations
between opposites arranged on an ever-diminishing scale: above
and below, water and earth, maritime hunting and mountain-
hunting. In the sea hunt the gap is almost closed between
sea- and mountain-hunting, since Asdiwal succeeds where his

brothers-in-law fail because he clambers onto the rock. The’

technique by which the oppositions are reduced is by paradox
and reversal: the great mountain-hunter nearly dies on a little
half-submerged rock; the great killer of bears is rescued by a
little mouse; the slayer of animals now cures them; and, most
paradoxical of all, the great provider of food himself has
provender become — since he goes home in the stomach of a
walrus. In the final dénouement, Asdiwal, once more a hunter
in the mountains,.is immobilized when he is neither up nor
down, and is changed to stone, the most extreme possible
expression of his earthly nature. , ,,

Some may have doubted that myths can have an elaborate
symmetrical structure. If so, they should be convinced of their
rTOT. A _

Lévi-Strauss’s analysis slowly and intricately reveals the
internal structure of this myth. Although I have suggested that
the symmetry has here and there been pushed too hard, the
structureis indisputably there, in the material and not merely in
the eye of the beholder. I am not sure who would have argued
to the contrary, but myths must henceforth be conceded to
have a structure as recognizable as that of a poem or a tune. .
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But Lévi-Strauss is not content with revealing structure_for.
jts own sake. Structural analysis has long been a respectable
tool of literary criticism and Lévi-Strauss is not interested in a
mere literary exercise.

' He wants to use myth to demonstrate that structural analysis.
has sociological value. So instead of going on to analyse and’
.compare formal myth structures, he asks what is the relation
' of myth to life. His answer in a word is ‘dialectical’. Not only
is the nature of reality dialectical, and the structure of myth.

dialectical, but the relation of the first to the second is

dialectical too.

This could mean that there is a feedback between the worlds

* ' of mythical and social discourse — a statement in the myth sets
41 - off a response which modifies the social universe, which itself

then touches off a new response in the realm of myth, and so on.
Elsewhere, Lévi-Strauss (1962b, pp. 283-284) has shown that
this complex interaction is indeed how he seces the relation

| ‘between symbolic' thought and social reality. And he even

‘attempts to demonstrate with a single example how this inter-
action takes place (1963b; cf. 1962b, Ch. IV). Butin his analysis
of myth itself he leaves out this meaning of dialectic. This is a
pity, but perhaps inevitable because there is so little historical
information about the tribes in question, and still less about
the dating of different versions of the myth.

Rather, he develops the idea that myth expresses a social
dialectic. It states the salient social contradictions, restates
them in more and more.modified fashion, until in the final
statement the contradictions are resolved, or so modified and

—

B

masked as to be minimized. According to Lévi-Strauss, the real

burden of the whole Asdiwal myth and the one burning issue
to which all the antinomies of sky and earth, land and sea, etc.,
are assimilated, is the contradiction implicit in_ patrilocal,
madtrilateral cross-cousin marriage. This comes as a surprise,
gince there has never been any mention whatever of matrilateral
cross-cousin marriage in the myth of Asdiwal. But the Asdiwal
story has a sequel. His son, Waux, grows up with his maternal
kin, and his mother arranges for him to marry a cousin. He

inherits his father’s magic weapons and becomes, like him, a

great hunter. One day he goes out hunting, having forgotten his
b7
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Mary Douglas

The ideas of reversal and of inversion figure prominently in
Lévi-Strauss’s argument. First, he mﬁmmmwmﬁm that the myth is

" the reverse of 8@5% in the countryof its origin. Then he has
formulated a. curious law according to which a ‘myth turns
upside down (in relation to its normal position) at a certain
distance from its place of origin. These are both developed in

- the Asdiwal analysis. Third, a myth which appears to have no
counterpart in the ritual of the tribe in which it is told is found
to be an inversion of the rites of another tribe (cf. Lévi-Strauss,
1956). On this subject the stolid English suspicion of cleverness
begins to crystallize.

If ever one could suspect a scholar of trailing his coat with
his eOdmnm in his cheek, one would suspect this law of myth-
inversion. The metaphor is borrowed from optics, without any
explanation of why the same process mwoaa do observed in 25
unrelated science of mythics:

‘When a mythical schema is S_mbmbﬁg&. b.oB one wowEmEob
to another, and there exist differences of language, social
organization or way of life which make the myth difficult to
communicate, it begins to become impoverished or confused.
‘But one can find a limiting situation in which, instead of being
finally obliterated by losing all its outlines, the myth is in-
verted and regains part of its precision’ (supra, p. 42).

So we must expect that exported myths will give a negative -
or upside-down picture of what the original myth portrayed.

Is the scholar being ingenuous, or disingenuous? He must

recognize that opposition is a pliable concept in the interpreter’s

hands. The whole notion of dialectic rests on the assumption .
that opposition can be zbomc?oop:% recognized. But this is an

unwarranted assumption, as appears from ‘a critical reading of

his treatment of a Pawnee myth. (Lévi-Strauss, 1956).

To demonstrate the relation of myth to rite he takes the
Pawnee myth of the pregnant boy. An' ignorant young boy
suddenly finds he has magical powers of healing and the
makings of a great shaman. An old-established shaman, &émua
accompanied by his wifé, tries to winkle his secret from him.
He fails, §ince there is no secret learning to transmit, and then
ensorcells the ‘boy. As a result of the sorcery the boy becomes
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, H,,nmmgz? and goes in shame and confusion to die among wild

beasts. But the beasts cure him and he returns with even greater
power, and kills his enemy. The analysis EmaumEm&mm at least

guoo sets of o@@oﬂﬁoum
mwapEmao powers through initiation : without _EEmSos

. child : old man
confusion of sex : distinction of sex

' Lévi-Strauss then invites us to consider what rite this Pawnee
" myth corresponds to. His problem, which seems very artificial,

is that there is at first sight ne correlated rite. The myth
underlines the opposition of the generations, and yet the

- Pawnee do not oppose their generations: they do not base their
“ cult associations on age-classes, and entry to their cult societies
" is not by ordeals or by fee; a teacher trains his pupil to succeed

him on his death. But, as he puts it, all the elements of the myth
fall into place confronted with the symmetrical and opposite
ritual of the neighbouring Plains Indian tribes. Here the

/" shamanistic societies are the inverse of those of the Pawnee,

since entry is by payment and organization is by age. The
sponsor and his sponsored candidate for entry are treated as if in
a father-son relation, the candidate is accompanied by his wife,

".whom he offers for ritual intercourse to his sponsor. ‘Here we

find again all the oppositions which have been analysed on the

1. ¢ plane of the myth, with inversion of all the values attributed

to each. couple.’ The initiated and uninitiated are as father to
son, instead of as enemies; the uninitiated knows less than the
initiated, whereas in the myth he is the better shaman; in the
ritual of the Plains Societies it is the youth who is accompanied
by his wife, while in the myth it is the old man. ‘The semantic
‘values are the same but changed in relation to the symbols

- which sustain them. The Pawnee myth exposes a ritual system

“which is the inverse, not of that prevailing in this tribe, but of
a gystem which does not apply here, and which belongs to
related tribes whose ritual organization is the' exact opposite.’

Mere difference is made to qualify as opposition. Some of the

- om%ow:uoum which Lévi-Strauss detects in myth are undeniably

‘part of the artistic structure. But opposition can be imposed on
mb% material by the Eemwwaoemw HHS.@ we have an unguarded
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Mary Douglas .

Chats’, and what Lévi-Strauss in practice does most of the time.
This kind of analysis is not intended to yield a compressed
statement of the theme. It is not reductionist in any sense. The
other kind of analysis discovers a formal or general structure
‘which is not particular to any given stretch of language. For
instance, the alexandrine or the sonnet form is not particular
to a given poem, and to know that a particular poem has been
written in sonnet form tells you nothing about what that poem
is about. In the same way, a grammatical structure is formal.
A book of grammar gives the conditions under which communi-
cation of a certain kind can take place. It does not give a
communication. . , 1%
Lévi-Strauss claims to be revealing the formal structures of
myths. But he can never put aside his interest in what the
myth discourse is about. He seems to think that if he had the
».oH.Bw& structure it would look not so much like a grammar
book as like a summary of the themes which analysing the
particular structure of a myth cycle has produced. Hence the
reductionist tendency is built in to his type of myth analysis.
He falls into the trap of claiming to discover the real underlying
meanings of myths because he never separates the particular_

artistic structure of a particular set of myths from their general -
or purely formal structure. Just as knowing that the rhyme
structure is a, b, b, a, does not tell us anything about the
content of a sonnet, so the formal structure of a myth would
not help very much in interpreting it. Lévi-Strauss comes very
near this when he says (Lévi-Strauss, 1957) that the structural
analysis of a Pawnee myth consists of a dialectical balancing
of the themes of life and death. It might have been better to
have said that'it was a balanced structure of pluses and minuses,
~ or of positives and negatives. If he had actually used algebra to
present the pattern he discerned, then Edmund Leach might
have been less tempted to speculate on the similarity of mythic
themes all over the world. He himself had found a structure of
pluses and minuses in the Garden of Eden myth (1961) and
remarked that the recurrence of thése themes of death versus
life, procreation versus vegetable reproduction, have the greatest
psychological and sociological significance. But I think that
their significance is that of verb/noun relations in language.
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Their presence signifies the possibility of mu&mm in them formal
gtructures. But they are not the formal myth structures that
we have been promised. These can hardly be knowable in

ordinary language. If they are to be discovered special terms

will have to be invented for recording them, comparable to the
highly specialized terminology of grammar. To say simply that
myth structures are built of oppositions and mediations is not
to say what the structures are. It is simply to say that there are_

structures. :
I will return later to the question of whether these formal

myth structures are likely to be important for sociology. At

this stage of publication (though three new volumes are in the -
press), Lévi-Strauss has not succeeded in revealing them. I°

should therefore do better to concentrate on the particular
artistic structures he has revealed.

. The meaning of a myth is partly the sense that the author
intended it to convey, and the sense intended by each of its
‘recounters. But every listener can find in it references to his own,
experience, so the myth can be enlightening, consoling, depres-

sing, irrespective of the intentions of the tellers. Part of the .

anthropologist’s task is to understand enough of the background
of the myth to be able to construct its range of reference for its
native hearers. To this Lévi-Strauss applies himself energeti-
cally, as for example when he finds that the myth of the
creative Great Crow illuminates the themes of hunger and

“plenty in Tsimshian life.

From a study of any work of art we can infer to some extent
the ‘conditions under which it was made. The maidservant who
said of St Peter, ‘His speech betrays him as a Galilean’ was

inferring from his dialect; similarly the critic who used computer
analysis to show that the same author did not write all the

epistles attributed to St Paul. This kind of information is like
that to be obtained from analysing the track of an animal or
the finger-prints of a thief. The anthropologist studying tribal
myths can do a job of criticism very like that of art critics who
decide what ‘attribution’ to give to a painting or to figures ina

1 painting. Lévi-Strauss, after minute analysis of the Asdiwal
{ ... myth, could come forward and, like a, good antiquarian, affirm

that it is a real, genuine Tsimshian article. He can guarantee
65
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Mary be§.~§ 5 * The Meaning of Myth

myths have got an irreversible _..B.mmﬂ.msm if this is significant, _
. this part of their meaning will escape the analysis. This, as
Ricoeur points out, is why the culture of the Old Testament
does not fit into the bricolage category. _ v ,
- We know a lot about the Israelites and about the Jews and
Christians who tell and retell these stories.* We know little
about the Australian aborigines and about the no longer
surviving American Indian tribes. Would this be the anthropolo-
gist’s frankest answer to Ricoeur? We cannot say whether the
bricolage level of thought is an extreme type or what it is typical
of, for lack of sufficient supporting data about the examples.
But we must say that the bricolage effect is produced by the .
method of analysis. For a final judgement, then, we can only -
wait for a perfect experiment. For this, richly abundant
mythical material should be analysed against a known back-
ground of equally rich ethnographic records. We can then see
how exhaustive the structural analysis can be and also how
relevant its formulas are to the understanding of the culture.

0ld Testament History. Luropean Journul of Sociology 7:

58-101. R .

. LEVI-STRAUSS, C. 1955. The Structural Study of Myth. Journal of
American Folklore 28: 428-444. Reprinted with modifications
in C. Lévi-Strauss, 1963a.

— 1956. Structure et dialectique. In For Roman Jakobson on the
Occasion of his Siztieth Birthday. The Hague: Mouton. Reprinted
in C. Lévi-Strauss, 1963a. .

—— 1957. Le symbolisme cosmique dans la structure sociale et
I'organisation cérémonielle des tribus américaines. Serie
Orientale Roma, XIV. Institut pour I’Etude de 1'Orient et de.
I’Extréme-Orient, Rome, pp. 47-56. .

- ——1958. La Geste d’Asdiwal. Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes,

: Section des Sciences Religieuses. Extr. Annuaire 1958-1959:
3-43. Reprinted in Les Temps modernes, March 1961 [see
pp. 1-47 of this book].

— 1958a. Anthropologie structurale. Paris: Plon. (English trans-
lation, 1963a. Structural Anthropology. New York: Basic
Books.)

—— 1962b. La Pensée sauvage. Paris: Plon.

'—— 1963b. The Bear and the Barber. Journal of the Royal Anthropo-
logical Institute 93, Part I: 1-11. .

NEEDHAM, R. 1962. Structure and Sentiment. Chicago: University

NOTES

1. See pp. 1-47 of this book. The next few pages constitute Dr Douglas’s

summary of Lévi-Strauss’s text (see Introduction) [E.R.L.]. of Chicago Press. . ) .
2. In what follows I am indebted to the Rev. Dr Cyril Barett, S.J. forcriticism. _RICOEUR, P. 1963. Structure et hermeneutique. Esprit, November:
3. Lévi-Strauss’s own justification for not applying his method to Biblical 598-625. ° :

materials seems to rest on the proposition that we do not know enough about
the ancient Israelites! (See Hsprit, November 1963, p. 632) but cf. Leach (1966)
passim [E.R.L.].

WEIL, SIMON E. 1950. Aitente de Dieu. Paris: La Colombe.
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