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6 INTRODUCTION

strangers (barbarians and foreigners), or gods, or the darker sides of our own
natures. What problems arise when we attempt to understand the thoughts
(myths) of animals (other people)? What problems arise when we attempt to
understand the thoughts of animals who are regarded as gods?

Chapter 5 asks, What stories are told about people who enter into other
peoples’ myths, especially when those myths involve them in rituals? What
happens when they resist? How does the myth-and-ritual force itself upon
them? What are the dangers of converting, and the dangers of not converting,
to a strange myth-and-ritual? Chapter 6 asks, How is the audience absorbed,
willingly or unwillingly, into the story when it is enacted in the ritual of
theater? Hlow can a myth survive without a ritual, or 2 ritual without a myth?

Chapter 7 picks up the thread of chapter 1 by returning to examine the
experience not of the people depicted within the myths but of the people
who study myths. We may regard other peoples’ myths as bizarre stories that
have nothing to do with us, as stories about other people, as stories about
how others ought to be, as stories about us, or as stories about how we ought
to be. How can we find our own stories in other peoples’ myths? We may
find our myths now not so often in our own communal religious settings (or
rituals) as in unexpected places in our actual lives. And if we are in danger
of missing them or resisting them when we find them in our lives, we may
recognize them and accept them better if we have already met them in other
peoples’ myths.

But before we begin to contemplate the possible benefits of absorbing
other peoples’ myths (as we shall do in chapter 7), we must face up to the
three levels of obstacles that have to be surmounted on our mythical quest:
the intellectual problem. of sympathetic objectivity (chapter 1), the emotional
problem of empathetic understanding (chapter 4), and the religious problem
of conversion and resistance (chapters 5 and 6).

And we must, moreover, make certain distinctions, in order to decide
what sort of use we may attempt to make of other peoples’ myths. On the
first, easiest, and perhaps most superficial level, we can use other peoples’
myths Jnerely as stories, as data, as a means . Eili}_lggg _out the mysterious and
fascinating ways in which.other people on the planet earth think about things.
This level, the travelogue level, which we shall encounter in chapter 1, is hard
enough to master well. Second, we can treat them as a source of information
about-the human condition that we all share, as a source of data about_our.

own lives, or, goingji Tittle it Hirther, we may regard them as  explanations
of why things are as they are. Theése approaches, which we shall examine in
chapters 4, 5, and 6, still remain on the descriptive level. Third, as we will see
in the concluding chapter, we may go on to a programmatic or exhortational
level; we may take other pEGPIEs’ myths as a source of advice about what fo
da about our lives. o

Chapter1

Other
&Scholars
Myths

The Hunter and the Sage

myth may be, among many other things, the incarpation ofa metaph({zll

One meta;;hor that we often use to dcscrib‘e complete syxrllpa,ﬁlirl :;Zld 1

or understanding of someone else is “getting inside someone es: as;:ssl;ﬁL N bﬁt
This does not, to my knowledge, occur as 2 ﬁgdu;:; of (sip'eecﬁ dlfm o eion
, j i i picted in Y 8

image that it conjures up is often literally 5 iC ian myt! ¥
vtfrllelei'r: 9fperson may “get inside” another person’s pcad (that 1fs,hl k'ns knllllun%thh;i
mental software) by actually going inside the physxc;len sp;jceeo o ; ;Ody {a

i in, hi indeed pervading his en .

is, his brain, his mental hardware) and ing : re bo .
zemse of entering someone else’s body is a popular one in Indlsn htesrilz;tur(r):11
any respectable yogi can do this trick, which may lead to CI(Iil ar;a;s ‘ﬂlgore
amusing situations (as when the mind of a yogi enters the body o ,
and her mind enters his body in return).> L propos

dtamal‘.lZQ our QWI] Engusll IIletaQIIQL, m OrdeI bOth 0 dCIIl()nStIatC one or ﬂlc
CIOSSW-CUIEUISI uses ]ZIOW we IIla.y lﬁgltln’lately

i in it) and.to
se‘e‘ﬁ’i?fvt’h’;neaning different from what twm;mjggg}g(mg ixnsja,ge
cfeate an image with which to think about such cross-cultural uses g

about scholarship)-

The Hunter and the Sage
The most striking dramatization I know of the metaphor of “getting inside

. . it
someone else’s head” is a2 myth that occurs in the Yogavasisbtba, a Sanskri
7

use an Indian myth to !
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hilosophi i Kashmir
fw . mggl;;:tain iza;xrs)e ;ﬁmposed in ir sometime between the tenth
.D. The myth is the story of ge oo
has entered another man’s body and IodngdO iril 111111;11 l'izz;’ fo mects & sage who

One day a hunter wand i
ered in the woods until h :
of a sage, who became his teacher. The sage tolg ;frrll il:iz tsl:e e
ory:

In the
hecmitage T sudied magie 1 comennt compenl, 2 Ived alone in &
0 . ome ’ ;
iln hla; é)l;gnax(l)sz eisnteged his he':ad and then ?zzvslzein?fzem;fﬁ
beings. This e ran mougtams, and gods and demons and, human
by s oty se Was'hls dream, and I saw his dream. Inside hi
%en s kIc:ty a;lel his wife and his servants and his .sons1 e he
; ess fell, he went to bed and sl '
Then and slept, and
swepth;; z;?fllld t;s;asﬂ gzzrwmhght?;i 21)17 ';1 flood at d(e)Iz)msday;I I,SItiI?)t, i:ai
oy . ] managed to obtai
sawa ﬂigtci ;ﬁrgat wave knocked me into tie water t:gznaiz f%gltlt;m(;
di-eam  ronld. estfroycd at doomsday, I wept. I still saw, m my oélvn
ong ;;mh o diuﬁrslc,hfor I had picked up his karmic memories
forger my former e - ad beci)me involved in that world and I
ibee o op e; 1 tl}ou”ght, This is my father, my mother
Once again 1 saw oo o
was beig sfm ! s;vv doomsday. This time, however, even while I
N g dream‘”P’Ih); Itlth: 2;1;1;5, I]I:l ;lid not suffer, for I realized, “This
own erien i
;&ﬁ iz;g;;f:;e ht:sl:iifl I{‘ousez and slept and ateép and asc ::«Iszvlg:ee I::lslgiidl
i s drem,n Don’t you know that all of this is a dream? I angl
e T pmear (,iand You are a man in someone else’s dream.”
bered that s oomer ed, apd remembered my own nature; I remen.l-
o e o 2 aflsceuc.. An”d I said to him, “I will go to that bod:
vl e g was an Ca;cenc), for I wanted to see my own body az
i, e b gf o thi:ﬂl;ad se€t out to explore. But he smiled and
il 50 Doy noz u those two bodies of yours are?” I could
e Do ,SO o ¢ 1:) . I get out of the head of the person I had
Thé - 1.epﬁede 1 Whnh]:i Well, where are the two bodies?”
2 great fne oDl , € you were in the other person’s bod
e crbr s ,N at destroyed your body as well as the body g}
b oo o Oow you are a householder, not an ascetic.” When
, 1 was amazed. He lay back on his bed in silence in

the night, and I did i
e not Jet him go away; he stayed with me until he

Th 3 oapp s
people <i3n hgﬁze);nsiﬁ, I&f_‘tilrus is S’O, then you and I and all of us are
: < dr ; P
P . cams.” The sage continued achth
unter and told him what would happen to him in th;ofutl.:c;re Bui
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the hunter left him and went on to ne€w rebirths. Finally, the hunter
became an ascetic and found release 4

This remarkable story has many meanings that we may us¢ for our own
purposes, but first let us try to understand it in its own terms. In_its OWn
av and ontology. An ascetic sage tells the

context, this is a myth about doo;
tale of entering the body of a dreamer who is a married man—entering his

breath, his head, and his consciousness. The sage inside the dreamer dreams of
the same village that the dreamer was dreaming of, and becomes 2 houscholder
like him. His “outer,” or original, body does not simply decay in the absence
of the conscious soul (as it does in many tales of this type); it is destroyed
by a fire that burns the bermitage in which the outer body was lodged. This
is a strange fire: it came from the doomsday flames that the sage dreamed

about when he was lying asleep in that hermitage (and inside the body of the
whereas the first doomsday fire

sleeping man that he had entered). Moreover,
seemed real to him, so that he wept to Se€ it destroy the inner world, this
second doomsday fire seemed to him to be nothing but a dream, and 2 déja
vu dream at that, so that he did not feel any pain when it burnt him. Yet the
first fire did not burn his outer body, because he merely saw it in another
man’s dream, while the second fire did burn his outer body, because he saw
it in what had become his own dream, too. Since he had dreamed his outer
body into nonexistence, he was physically trapped inside his dream world.
Indeed, the dreams within dreams in this text are even more complex

than may appear from the parrative as I have just presented it.6 For the story of

the hunter and the sage is embedded in the Yogavasishtba in a complex web

of interlocking narratives. As we read the story of the hunter and the sage,
we become confused and are tempted to draw charts t0 figure it all out. It is
not clear, for instance, whether the sage has entered the waking world or the
d of the man whose consciousness he penetrates, and whether

sleeping worl
that person is sleeping, waking, or, indeed, dead at the moment when we meet

the sage. But as the le paqgssﬁs,e;.mmuzc;mag,ggg‘,ggmqméiggjégei@sr
our ownwg‘]_jgta_l_{gﬂggg_.gq ‘mistake of the author of the texy iE_i/sgz,dcvigc_Qf
the narrative, constructed to make us realize how impossibie and, finally, hosv
Jevel of consciousness at

irrelevant it is 1o atenIpt to determine. the precise. level of
which we are egsgg.7 We cannot do it, and it does not matter. We can never

know whether or not we have become trapped inside the minds of people

whose consciousness we have come to share.
Inside the dream village, the new householder (#é sage) meets another
sage, who enlightens him and wakes him up. Yet, although he is explicitly said

‘to awaken, he stays where he is inside the dream; the only difference is that

now he krows he is inside the dream. Now he becomes a sage again, but 2
different sort of sage, a householder sage, inside the dreamer’s dream. While
. he is in this state, he meets the bunter and attempts to instruct him. But the
hunter misses the point of the sage’s saga: “If this is O . . ., he muters, and
he goes off to get 2 whole series of bodies before he finally figures it out. The
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hunter has to experience everythin, i

g for himself, dying and bei i
canngt Ief.m merely by dreaming, as the sage does. ¢ cing reboms he

ut let us now set aside the meta i .
. ' physical complexiti i
e S plexities of this st
jnst;e)arl(;n:ryolicr);u;1 of meaning for the Hindu reader or hearer, and e;u(');g;
nsiead 3 p at we can apply to a very different concern, the nature of
experience of the scholar who studies other peoples’ religions

Scholars and People

Let us attempt now to i
get outside the head of the author of th:
: at
itge;rlati;;lztse 61;1:1(?6 I(;ur t;)pwn terms the metaphor of the hunter and thlzly;:g:n ag
\ e types never actually encountered in their §
return to the metaphor that is enacted in thi ' e e meroon
"o cannot ges naide ofher s parablé, the hunter is the person
_ peoples’ heads and so is driven by his i
;21-1 ge(; ofn bemg reborn himself over and over again, in Ordgr to ;I:‘iu(ztrllz
series é)sexpenenccs that are the necessary prerequisites for enlightenment
Buc th age, whf) can go inside other people mentally, mentally experience-
o Whiz;s éurizs without ever having to be reborn.? There are two different Way:
can get inside another person’s life: o insi
various bodies, and live many Ii e e e eam e mental
X y lives, as the hunter does; or one
powers to get inside other peoples’ heads and I ; o v 2 e
_ earn about their lives
::ﬁg ﬁ::s. tHunters‘and sages can be taken as two types of people t’hzss?ri
oo e :V h(z) eﬂxﬁp&nf&cte tgvcryttu‘ng physically in order to understax’xd it, and
ey can understand things merel ing 4
: y by learnin,
ﬁclllrllaiﬂunters are ordinary householders; sages are artists anz iutellecgu?a]?lg 1115
< ag terms, sgges are Brahmins, hunters are Kshatriyas. .
n?i e z%hunter one need not necessarily believe literally in the doctrine of
tran. ns g;;m?n; one might be able to live several lives within a single rebirth,
an11v1n0 é;l; w?ﬂlm one career and then in another, in one country and then m’
, one person and then with another. So too, to b i
one might literally enter another ’ : e
: : person’s head, as a yogi d
¢ ! ) s gi does, but to be
sign?cui) iﬁi— hflgﬂo‘;l; mxmghe t sunplf1 enter other peoples’ consciousness t:hrouglall
: ther, ans, perhaps by entering their myths. I will
. use th
g;igségﬁ Ef{le ﬂs;ngg_ to denote the person who mentally enters the noﬁﬁﬁ§5i55
e ce.of Qm@,gps;gplc,.m-conm:asuwjt]i?ﬁlié‘iiﬁﬁtéf"%v'ﬁé"'f)”ﬁjfs’i“é"a{ﬁ" - throng
S_-E&g}ém eriences many lives. FBer o PR e
whar ite ::: all hunters, whether we know it or not, but the ones who know
eXpClTiencmanrsn t l;; a hunter are sages. Since sages believe that they are
e . v%m anyh es, they can do it on purpose; hunters live their multiple
humanunknbeing arglgf,m;lgcssly. The sage is always part hunter because he is a
' ore an emotional, experiential creature; but b
- - > e
Lt;f;; :n iige, ht(;i: a%ways mg to be what he cannot be: entirely freecf?;:;
e o 1;5 W]l) him. Tha? is, .the sage has a hunter in him in addition to a
,j r. Jekyll had in him both the evil Mr. Hyde and the good Dr

Jekyll; but the bunter may not h: in him, j
e Dr. Jelol in him 1 y not have a sage in him, just as Mr. Hyde did not
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“The sage in our story enters what in Sanskrit is called manas (transiated
as both “heart” and “mind,” in contrast with bridaya, usually translated simply
2$ “heart,” with which it is cogpate). Manas is the organ that is responsible
for both reason and emotion, the place where one does algebra but also the
place where one falls in love. This term provides 2 good example of the way in
which Indian thought fails t0 distinguish between some of the categories that
we tend to think of as inherently polarized,12 for, as we shall see, we tend to
demarcate rather sharply people who are ruled by the heart and people who
are ruled by the head. Indians do not do this; the Indian sage experiences life
through both the head and the heart, although he tries not to experience it
with his body.

E. M. Forster describes 2 shrine in India that was created when, according
to legend, a beheaded warrior contrived somehow to continue to rugn, in the
form of a headless torso, from the top of 2 hill, where he ieft his head, to the
bottom of the hill, where his body finally collapsed; at the top of the hill is
now the Shrine of the Head, and at the bottom, the Shrine of the Body.!3 This
 seems to me to be a useful parable for much of Western civilization, certainly

for that fraction of it that studies religion. A similar metaphor is provided by
the mythical beast once described by Woody Allen: the Great Roe, who had
the head of a lion and the body of a lion, but not the same lon.14

If we apply our root metaphor to scholars of religion (who would be
people who just

superficially classified, as a group, as $agcs, in contrast with
are religious, the hunters), we might further distinguish within the group of
sages a subgroup of hunters, who assume that their 0wn personal experience
of religion, their own religiosity, is 2 sufficient basis on which to understand
other peoples’ religions, and another subgroup of sages, who assume that
they must go inside other cultures (through their teXts, perhaps, or through
. personal observation of their rituals) in order to understand them.!> We might
then farther divide this latter subgroup of sages into 2 sub-subgroup of bunters
who prefer to do their learning by going there, experiencing, doing fieldwork
(the more anthropological branch of the family) and another sub-subgroup
of classical sages who prefer to do their learning in their armchairs, reading
texts (the more classical branch of the family). And, finaily, we might go on
to divide either of the sub-subgroups of anthropological or classical sages into
one sub-sub-subgroup of hunters, who allow themselves to react emotionally
to their learning experiences, and another of sages, who attempt 10 remain as
objective as possible toward the people that they are studying.

Scholars of religion tend to regard themselves as Great Roes, not realizing
that they have the head and the heart (the manas, in Sanskrit) of the same
lion.16 But this is an unfortunate schizophrenia. Good bunters do have sages
in them, sages that bring some degree of self-awarencss to the hunting; bad
hunters do not. But good sages, on the other hand, always have good bunters
in them. To deny the exp’e_:__rﬂiwenntial comp_gncnnisvnan-menely.:li;i_g;mi,g,,is,m‘..,c_igny

o

“the essential fiumanitarian component in the study, of religion.

'H&fﬁ'?égiﬁéﬁgmtﬁﬁ?aﬂs the sympathetic reader or member of the

“audience the one “whose heart is with [the poet or actor),” the sa-bridaye
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(or sym-pathetic), whose heart melts in response to poetry or art.l7 But the

narrow-minded scholar’s heart is hardened and encrusted by his reading of

dry metaphysical texts. The accomplished sage becomes sa-bridaya when he
shares the heart of the person with whom he sympathizes. The narrow-minded
scholar is the sage who wants to live entirely in the head and never in the heart;
he is the sage who attempts utterly to deny his inevitable hunter component.
The sympathetic scholar is the sage who acknowledges his need to live both
in the head and in the heart; who accepts his hunter component, though he
attempts to deal with that aspect of his nature with greater self-awareness than
that of the hunter who lives only in the heart and never in the head. Just as
there are sage hunters, there are hunting sages. The bunting sage is my idea
of the right sort of historian of religions.

The Sage’s Myth

Let us turn for a moment to the problem faced by sages, people who en-
ter other peoples’ heads. In India, sages are enlightened wise men, gurus or
priests. In the West, sages belong to another category of professionals or spe-
cialists: scholars, humanists such as classicists and anthropologists. Classicists
(by which I mean not just people who read Greek and Latin but, more broadly,
all those historians, philologists, and other humanists and social scientists who
deal with the past) attempt to enter a world that is perhaps as foreign and
unattainable as any world can be—the lost world of people who are now dead,
but who may once have lived where we live now, or have spoken ancient forms
of languages related to our own. Anthropologists, who do not usually travel in
time, make all the greater effort to travel far in space, to the farthest reaches
of Otherness. And anthropologists are storytellers: the word for “anthropol-
ogist” in Tok Pisin in New Guinea used to be (and unfortunately no longer
is) “story-master.” But although anthropologists pride themselves on entering
other peoples’ heads (that is, their thoughts), they also pride themselves on
not entering other peoples’ hearts (that is, their emotions and their lives).18
Malinowski once remarked, “I see the life of natives as . . . as rémote from me
as the life of a dog.”!® Nevertheless, sometimes anthropologists do enter the
hearts of the people that they study, just as nonprofessionals (hunters) do.

People who study myths constitute a subcaste of historians of religion,
more precisely a half-caste formed through an illicit lizison between anthro-
pologists and classicists. Mythologists, too, are Western sages, and like other
sages they are also hunters. To the extent that they are sages, mythologists may
enter into other peoples’ heads (that is, understand other peoples’ myths). But
to the extent that they are hunters, mythologists, like other sages, may also en-
ter into other peoples’ hearts and bodies (that is, live other peoples’ myths).
Like other sages, they do absorb, if only, sometimes, unconsciously, myths that
become their myths, that become personaily meaningful to them.

It may be recalled that after a while Mr. Hyde took over Dr. Jekyll’s life:
Dr. Jekyil could not help being Mr. Hyde, and could not get back into his
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existence as Dr. Jekyll In our Indian text, the life of the man whose mind
the sage entered became the sage’s life. In that story, the sage 'who beg?m
his scientific experiment in cold blood became drawn helplessly into the life
of the man whose head he had entered (a householder, whom we may call
a2 huntér in the broad sense in which we are using that metaphor). Once
he made the dreamer’s dream his own dream, he forgot that he was a sage;
he became a hunter. Yet, eventually, still within that dream, he awakened to
become another sort of sage, a sage inside 2 hunter. )
‘What meaning does this story have for use On some. qu_p,lgy__g},ﬂlﬂ%,
all truly creative. scholarshi in_the humanities is autobjographical;-but-it-is

pafticulagly evident that people who trafiic in myths ate canght-up. in. ther,
volens molens, This has certainly been true for me. In 1971, when I was
st?ugghngwtg come to terms with the death of my father (my first major
experience of inexplicable and unjust evil), I failed to draw any comfgrt from
Jewish or Christian approaches to.the problem, not through any inherent
inadequacy in them but simply because they were not my myth; I had never
had them. I had grown up with a certain number of Jewish rituals, and with 2
great number of Jewish social attitudes, but with no myths (unless, of course,
one were to count as myths Jewish jokes, which I had in abundance).
Perhaps I was unable to live the Jewish myths when I needed them
because I had already unconsciously replaced them with the Hindu myths
in which I had been steeped from the age of twelve, when my mother gave
me a copy of E. M. Forster’s A Passage to India; perhaps 1 simply had an innate
affinity for the Hindu myths, an immediate individual response. In any case, I
found that I could in fact make some sense of my father’s death in térms of
the Hindu mythology of death and evil—the subject of the book that I was
working on at the time, and had begun some years before the onset of my
father’s illness.2® In a certain sense, 1 had been experiencing, like a hunter,
the same events that were narrated in the myth that I had been reading and
writing about as a sage, though at first I did not realize that this was the myth
that T'was in, perhaps because I did not expect someone else’s myth to be my

myth.

But there was anoiher good reason why I could not use Jewish myths to

- sustain mae then, why, indeed, it would perhaps have been inappropriate to

““use them to understand my father’s death: they had ceased to be his myth§,
“ too. The tendency to make use of other people’s myths has long been a h.abxt
of the Jews, wandering or dispersed as they are2! Jews have always lived
among Others—have always been the Others wherever they lived. Both.of
my parents were relentlessly assimilated, secularized, and Enlightened Jewish
refugees, he from Poland (a small town not far from Cracov_v) and she from
enna (she lived on the street where Sigmund Freud had lived). My father,
whose father had been a Talmudic scholar, knew much of Frazer’s The Golden
ough by heart and taught it t0 me. He had learned it at New York University,
here he had worked his way through school as 2 stringer for the New York
ines, going around to all the major churches in Manhattan every Sunday and
limmarizing the sermons; he was paid by the inch. Eventually it dawned on
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him that it might be profitable to serve asa kind of matchmaker between those
ministers who yearned to see their sermons in print and those ministers who

were eager to have at their disposal every week the sermons of the first sort -

of ministers. Thus he founded in the late 1930s, and published throughout
his life, two magazines for the Protestant clergy, Pulpit Digest and Pastoral
Psychology. And from time to time, when he was short of copy, he wrote,
under various pseudonyms, SCrmons that were preached ail over America
by Protestant clergymen who little dreamed that their homilies had been
composed by an East European Jew. Thus my father was 2 (Jewish) sage who
entered the heads of others (Christians) but always managed to get out again.

In a similar way, I gradually came first t0 think with and then to feel
with the karma theory. The karma theory tells us that we have lived other
lives, that our souls have had other bodies. But how can we feel, as well as
accept intellectually, the reality of those other lives if we cannot remember
them? Plato constructed his own version of this theory in the myth of Er in
the Republic,?? but Plato was not a Neoplatonist and neither Platonismm nor
Neoplatonism became an integral part of Western thinking about death. It is
easier for Hindus to feel the theory of rebirth, as they feel themselves to be 2
part of a larger human group in a way that we do not; they believe that they
are joined in nature as well as in culture both with the other people with
whom they have present contact and with the people in the past and future
to whorm they are related. But what about us who are not Hindus? For us, the
previous incarnation anrecalled has no existence. For some things in life can
be remembered in one’s soul; but other things can only be remembered with
one’s body.

The body remembers some things, and the mind remembers others. But
memory is not all there is; there is also a reality of unrecalled experience that
gives a kind of validity to our connection with lives that we do not recall
The karma theory recognizes the parallelism between events forgotten within
a single life—the events of early childhood, or the things that we repress
or that (in Indian mythology) we forget as the result of a curse?>—and the
events forgotten from a previous life. It also recognizes a similarity in the ways
in which we sometimes half-recall these various sorts of events, often with a
sense of déja vu. We remember something that we cannot remember, from
a lost past, through the power of the invisible tracks or traces left behind on
our souls by those events; these traces the Hindus call perfumes (vasanas)2*

The karma theory tells us that we have lived lives that we cannot remem-
ber and hence cannot feel. Sages can imagine the lives of others, and so live
them; and sages are rare. But for those of us who lack the imagination to per-
ceive the infinity of our lives in time, it might be possible to perceive the
infinity of our lives in human space. Again, the Indian texts tell us that we
are karmically linked to all the other people in the world; they are us. 1 have
known and respected this theory for a long time, though I have not always
believed it.25 But for one important moment, I did believe it. It 'was at a time
when I was feeling rather sorry for myself for having only one child; X wished
that I had had lots of children, and now it was t00 late. I felt that having six
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children would have meant having an entirely different life, not merely siX
times the life of a woman with one child, and I wanted that life as well as the
life that 1 had. This thought was in my mind as I wandered on a beach in Ire-
land, and saw a woman with lots and lots of children, very nice children, too,
and at their bést, as young children often are on 2 beach. Normally, I would
have envied her; but this time, 1 enjoyed her children. I was happy to watch
them. And suddenly I felt that they were mine, that the woman on the beach
had had them for me, s0 that they would be there for me to watch them as
they played in the water. Her life was my life too; I felt it then, and 1 remen}—
ber it now. What had been an idea to me until then, the idea of my kmc
identity with other people, became an experience. I was able to live her life
in my imagination.

One way of interpreting my epiphany of the woman on the beach was
this realization that my connection to her—and, through her, t0 every other
woman who had ever had or ever would have children—meant that my brief
lifespan was expanded into the lifespans of all the other people in the world.
This is a very Hindu way of looking at one’s relationship with all other
people. Woven through the series of individual lives, each con.sistu.xg of a
cluster of experiences, was the thread of the experience itself—in this ca.se,
motherhood. That experience would survive when her children and mine
were long dead. ' .

I felt then that all the things that one wanted to do and to be existed in
eternity; they stood there forever, as long as there was human life on the planet
Earth. They were like beautiful rooms that anyone could walk into; and when
I could no longer walk into them, they would still be there. They were part
of time, and though they could not go on being part of me for much‘ logger,
part of me would always be there in them. Something of me would still linger
in those things that I bad loved, like the perfume OT pipe smoke tha‘t tells you
that someone else has been in 2 room before you. This is the same “perfume,
the same karmic trace of memory, that adheres to the transmigrating soul. And
through my connection with the woman on the beach, 1 would be the pcople
in the future who sensed in that room the perfume that I had left behind,
though (unless I was 4 gifted sage) 1 would not recognize it as my perfxlrfle.
Perhaps, since 1 am not a Hindu, that is as close as I can come to believing
that I can remember py other lives: remembering other peoples’ lives as my
life. And perhaps it is close enough.

Fire and Ice

Scholars can learn to think with _the myths of other cultures. More thar
AT thEy sometimes Jeamm to feel with. (hem- Thinking (With the nead) anc
feeling (with the heart) when we confront other people’s myths has seriow
implications. There are several things that it does 707 mean. It does n.o'F meat
that a scholar of religion should become an apologist for another tradition, le
alone convert to it; though conversions of this type do in fact occur from tim
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to time, they are not the usual cousse of events, and they are hedged with
problems. Nor does it mean that mythologists should proselytize for the texts
that they study, using them in an attempt to cure the iils of 2 demythologized
age. As we shall see, people other than mythologists certainly do take up
foreign myths (just as they convert to foreign religions), but they do not
take them up in the same way that the historian of religions takes them up,
and in any case it is not the task of the historian of religions to facilitate such
conversions. Nor does it imply that the way to study other people’s myths is to
take them into our own lives; the way to study them is t0 study them, learning
the languages in which they were composed, finding all the other myths in
the constellation of which they are a part, setting them in the context of the
culture in which they were spawned—in short, trying to find out what they
mean to the people who have created and sustained them, not ‘what they mean
to us. And this is hard enough to do.

But sometimes something happens to us when we study other peoples’
myths; sometimes they enter our hearts as well as our heads. Some scholars
have come to think and feel with other peoples’ myths, an enterprise that

always affects the construction of a scholar’s personal worldview (one’s life - ?

as a hunter) and may also affect one’s professional scholarship (the life as 2
sage). What happens to the scholarship of sages who take seriously the myths
that they study? ‘
There is an entire continuum of ways of interpreting a myth. At one end
of the spectrum is the scholarly attempt t0 find out what the myth meant to
the people who created it: this is the method of learning the language and
so forth that I have just described. It is also 2 method that takes serious ac-

count of the interpretations offered by believers within the tradition (though

the hermeneutics of suspicion would also take into account other scholarly
data that might contradict 2 statement from within the tradition). Such in-
terpretations, based upon the unique characteristics of the particular cuiture
that created this particular version of the myth, can be judged and criticized

by the same criteria that would be applied to any academic enterprise. At the -

other end of the spectrum is the nonscholarly experience of the myth, which
deals solely with the meaning that the myth has for the person who encoun-
ters it. Such an experience can only take place if the person who interprets
the myth believes in certain universals of human experience and sees in the
myth not merely a particular cultural version but also 2 universal theme that
has some meaning beyond culture, across cultures. Such interpretations can-
not be judged or criticized by any academic criteria; they are purely subjective,
valuable only to the person who draws personal meaning from the myth.
But what of the middle ground between these extremes? What of scholars

.............
....................

i who see, as well as any good scholar can, what the myth means to its parent
| culture, and find that that interpretation also has meaning for them? Do we
% understand other peoples better if we do take their myths into out lives or if
| we do not take their myths into our lives? Do we understand other peoples’
} myths better if we like them, or if we hate them, or if we remain neutral?
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Many scholars who have written great studies of religion have been
motivated not by love of religion but by hatred of religion, or at least by
anger directed against religion, or fear or loathing of religion. Frend and Marx
are the most outstanding examples of brilliant haters of religion, but there
are others.26 Hate is, like love, fueled by the heart rather than the head, and
emotional fuel has great staying pOwer. Hunters must love and hate; ideally,
sages do neither, if they remain in the cool realm of the head. But, a5 We have
seen, they do not always remain in the realm of the head; they, too, hunt in
the heart, and so they, too, may love and hate what they study with the bead.

Robert Frost wrote of the power of hate compared with the power of
desire (which is, of course, not precisely the same as love, but close enough .
for poetic license):

Some say the world will end in fire,
Some say in ice.

From what I've tasted of desire

I hold with those who favor fire.
But if it had to perish twice,

I think I know enough of hate

To say that for destruction ice

Is also great

And would suffice.?’

So hate, like desire, can destroy; and I think that, like desire, hate can create.
The Hindus know that hate can even be a way of loving, particularly 2 way
of loving a god: they speak of “hate-love” (dvesha-bbakti), 2 form of devotion
in which by trying to destroy Ot resist a god one is drawn into an ultimately
salvational intimate relationship with him. In chapter 5, we shall see some of
the consequences of hating 2 god.

But hate may have been a more appropriate academic motivation in
the salad days of the academic study of religion, when, like Shakespeare’s
Cleopatra, we Were green in judgment, and trying to be cold in blood.
Nowadays, when we can, and must, be more subtle in our criticisms of religion,
hate has its limits. The attempt t0 sympathize is always interesting, perbaps
because it is ultimately impossible; but the enterprise of killing is ultimately
boring. It doesn’t take very long to kill something academically—that is, t0
demonstrate how wrong Or bad a religion, or a colieague in the study of
religion, may be—but then youw're finished; there is nothing left to do.28 Xilling
may be amusing while it lasts, but it never lasts very long, and then you’re
back where you started from; there is nowhere to go or to. Hunters have 0
kill; sages do not. Sages have their opinions, of course, but they have learned
to move with a careful tolerance in strange waters. Hate is creative but not
generative; scholars who study what they hate g0 round and round, obsessively,

- ad infinitum, like an ouroboros biting its own. tail forever—or until it burns
- out.
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The issue of the legitimacy of affect (the heart) in the academic study
of religion (a discipline of the head) has thus led us to the question of the
relative validity of the two different sorts of affect, love and hate. Hate seems
to provide an answer t0 the embarrassing problem of caring about what one
teaches when what one teaches is religion. For though in the academy at large
(if not in mOst divinity schools) it 1§ regarded as wrong to carc for religion, it
is not wrong to care against religion. Criticism is more wissenschaftlich than
praise in all academic disciplines, but particularly in religious studies. Since
the Enlightenment, hatred of religion has been a more respectable scholatly
emotion than love, particularly hatred for one’s owi religion.

The problem of affect is thornier when one is studying not the myths
of others but one’s OwWn myths, a delicate enterprise that has been much
discussed. If we teach what we believe in, our subconscious commitment
to our own worldview may skew our supposedly innocent approach to the
data: the heart may pollute the head. Teachers with such secret agendas
(sometimes Secret even to themselves) force their theories and their pupils
onto a Procrustean Hide-a-Bed. Hunters lead dangerous lives; there are many
traps that lie in wait for scholars who bring their lives into their work, who
allow too many liberties £0 the hunters within themselves, who fall into the
traps laid for them in the jungles of their unconscious assumptions.

The simultaneous use of heart and head seems 1O violate many of the
unspoken canons of scholarship, particularly the sather nervous scholarship
of those of us who study religion.2? Scholars of religion tend to be particularly
gun-shy when it comes to admitting to any sort of personal jnvestment in
the subject that they teach, and with good reason: the battle between those
who believe that religion has 2 place in the academic curriculum and those
who believe that it does pot has had a long and ugly history, beginning
from the time when the American Constitution banished the church from
the state. Americans have generally assumed that one could not be both
pious and educated; this formulation was challenged long ago by William
Rainey Harper, the founder of the University of Chicago, but his challenge
was never truly accepted, least of all at Chicago. The battle still rages today;
die-hard creationists still rouse passions with their objection to Darwin, 28
do fundamentalists with their demands for prayers in schools and their claim
that secular humanism is 2 religion. Religion remains the academic Scarlet
‘Woman, pilloried primarily by those who react against the Reaction of the
Moral Majority, but also by those who have always been, rightly, frightened by
the power that religion has (like alcohol, sex, and nuclear energy—or drugs,
sex, and rock '’ roll) to do evil as well as good.

Though, still in the academy at large, the love of religion is never con-
sidered as academically legitimate as the hatred of religion, the love of other
peoples’ religions is regarded as at least less illegitimate than the love of one’s
own. In an attempt tO undo the damage done by centuries of scholarship
motivated by colonial and missionary hatred (or loathing) of non-Western
religions, the scholarship of recent decades has leaned over backward and

' e Aol elativiem30 Manv historians of 1€
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ligions hope that none of the othernesses of other religions will prove so
overwhelming as to prevent us entirely from understanding them. In this, his-
torians of religions endorse Terence’s affirmation that “nothing hurpan is alien
to me” and Merleau-Ponty’s assertion that ethnography is a way of knowing
that allows us to see the alien as our own, and our oWl 25 the alien. But
though many historians of religions acknowledge the ultimate inadequacy of
cultural relativism and are willing to confront the ugly shadow side of re-
ligious phenomena, 1 think they still maintain a covert hope of learning to
sympathize with, if not necessarily to approve of, that ugliness.3! It is surely
Siwmgoi,,thc_hist@r.y-f»oﬁya:eligigmmz_as,,hm.and~raiscd
in the context of the World Parliament of Religions, which spawned the stll

oﬁefative'@gg@;sfggﬂiaf the more you know about “other.people (even-when
you do not like what

e e

51 krow), the less likely you will be to kil therm One
of the results of this position i

s that some historians of religions have let down
their guard to such a point that they have made their Own academic writings
about other peoples’ texts into sermons for the truth values of those texis.
Such scholars are sometimes accused of committing the deadly academic sin
of cryptotheologizing; this is sometimes said even of Mircea Eliade.

I do not think this accusation can be justly applied to all scholars who
regard other peoples’ myths as potential vehicles of meaning; ! think that

. there are ways, scholarly ways, of saying that other peoples’ myths may have
* meaning for us without preaching them. But this must be done with great

self-awareness. For if they say that other peoples’ myths are good, scholars are
in danger of legitimating these myths just as priests do; and it is not the job
of 2 scholar to replicate the claims of religious believers.

The other side of the coin of cultural relativism is equally slippery. For it
is also dangerous for scholars to say that other peoples’ myths are not good,

‘to admit to hating aspects of other peoples’ myths. Bigots, who hate other.
‘peoples’ religions, are not a problem peculiar 10 the academy; bigots may be

hunters or sages. But the problem of bigoiry takes on an interesting twist
hen it comes to the study of religions. Relativists often assume that we may
ay that our own myths are evil, but they tell us that we must not say that
ther peoples’ myths are evil. Tt is no longer legitimate 10 52y in print (at least
ina scholarly text) that one hates some aspect of other peoples’ religions,
that one thinks the Aztecs were nasty 10 massacre all those children, or the
Hindus were/are wrong to burn their widows alive. If we were€ to make such
Furocentric judgements, it is feared, we would be no better than the Spanish
under Cortés or (perish the thought) the British in India. Yet, as Edward Said
has demonstrated, at bottom we are, and can be, no better (that is, no fairer)
than the British;32 and, as Allan Bloom has demonstrated, relativism when
shly pursued has profoundly disturbing effects upon our OWLL culture.33

Yet 1 think that if we are going to take other peoples’ myths seriously,
mist not feel constrained to love them, or, even if we do love them, tO
tlook their flaws. Indeed, as with the people that we love, to love deeply
‘know deeply, and to know deeply is to be aware of the shadows t0O.
surely if scholars are 10 have the right to love other peoples’ myths,
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way in which we can act in 2 given situation (or, in its more extreme form,
the way in which anyone should act in that situation). In the second case,
ontological relativism, relativism about ideas, does not necessarily involve 2
yes/no decision about any particular action; it merely allows us to consider
all the options. Moral relativism does expose us to serious dangers, but these
dangers are not necessarily attached to ontological relativism. Ontological
relativism is neither cowardly nor inconsistent with the pragmatist position:
when forced to make a decision, one does SO, but when not forced to do so
(and one should not be forced to do so), one does not.

Within all the options that we may consider, we have the right t0 love
some myths and to hate others. By and large, I regard the myths that I have
told in this book as laden with perceptions that have meaning for me; this is
why I have allowed them to speak for me, tO EXPress my opinions about the
meaning and use of the telling of myths.

they should have the right to hate them as well. There should be 2 place for

honest affect—which must necessarily include the jundgment that sOmME myths

are good and others ar€ not—within the legitimate study of other peoples’
religions, even for—of, rather, especially for—people Who have made the
initial judgment that mythology as a whole has meaning for us.

Thus, for instance, I find personally repugnant the Hindu tradition of
suttee that theoretically exalts widows who burn themselves alive on their
husbands’ funeral pyres. But I hesitate to call the myth that establishes this
tradition a bad myth, for it is a genuine expression of one aspect of 2 complex

\i,world iew that has complex meanings. Before making our judgments, We must
first admit our personal revulsion and then attempt o transcend it. First we
must find out what may be the Hindu widow’s concept of what will happen
to her after her death and what will happen to her if she continues tO live,
and her broader concept of the relationships between wives and husbands,
between mothers and children, and between the living and those who have
died and those who are vet to be born. Only then may We come to realize
that for some women the act of suttee may have had a value not unlike the
value that we would attribute to the self-sacrifices of heroes of the Resistance
at the hands of the Nazis in World War 11, or the self-sacrifices of the Christian
martyrs: the willing death of the individual for a greater cause. At the same
time, we must recognize that other wormen, who did not necessarily share
this worldview, may have been forced, by moral or even physical pressure,
to copumit suftee unwillingly, and thus may have perceived it as We initially
perceive it, as 2 murder. But so long as what the Hindu widow sees in sufiee
remains invisible to us, W¢ have no choice but t0 view it as a murder; only
when the broader context becomes visible are W€ able to choose to View it

fasa murder or not.

1 myself find the Hindu worldview as 2 whole both beautiful and mean-
ingful, and I have been able to make many Hindu myths my owi myths, to use
them to construct my OWn. meanings. But my personal resistance to the insti-
cution of suitee means that 1 cannot use the myth of suttee as my myth. This
poses a further limitation for the goal of “getting inside the head” of a Hindu: -
there are parts of that head that I don’t want to be inside. Moreover, it is ev-
ident that the myth of suttee has several different meanings for the lives of
the people who tell that story—some for those Hindus who approve of sut-
tee, others for those who disapprove, and still others, perhaps, for the willing or
unwilling widows. And if there are (and there are) Hindus, t00, who have not
taken suitee into their heads, 1 reserve the right to avoid that particular part
of the Hindu head, myself.

The ambivalence that 1 and other Western historians of religions have .
experienced in confronting such phenomena as suttee is in part 2 reflection
of the fact that it is harder to accept other peoples’ rituals (suttee)—or, €vell
more, other peoples’ realities (the woman who is burned alive)—than 10
accept other peoples’ myths (the story that tells how Sati, the wife of Shiva,
established this custom, see chapter 5). In the first case, moral relativism

T e caakrino essential decisions about the one

Academic Bardware and Religious Software

Thus historians of religions must fight a war on two fronts. The first battle
is against the covert truth claims of theological approaches to religion that
masquerade as nontheological approaches, whether these be selfjustifying at
the expense of other peoples’ religions (bigotry) or self-denegrating at the
expense of one’s OWn religion (mindless moral relativism or promiscuous
conversion). But the historian of religions must also be on guard against the
overt objections of superrationalists, who oppose the study of religion in any
form or would allow it to be studied only within the sterile confines of an
objectivity that is in any case impossible and probably not even desirable. It
is a razor’s edge not at all easy to tread, but it is the Middle Way for the
bumanistic study of religion.

Scholars of religion are not unique in caring about the personal impli-
cations of what they teach, but their commitment is usually more vulnerable
than that of many of their colleagues in other fields. For though the personal
commitment of scholars engaged in the teaching of Marxism, women’s stud-
jes, black studies, and even regional studies (Chinese, Middle Eastern) is often
st as intense and just as potentiaily disruptive of academic objectivity, schol-
“ars of religion have made the most self-conscious effort to be more objective
than the chemists, plus royaliste que le roi—or, in Martin E. Marty’s formu-
lation, “more secular than thow.” This is all well and good; if one is going to
each a highly charged subject like religion, on¢ fmust be more aware, not less
ware, of the impossible goal of pure objectivity. It behooves us, even more,
erhaps, than it behooves anthropologists of classicists, to play by the rules
of the game of scholarship—to learn languages, read commentaries, examine
firsthand repoxts, and take into consideration the various biases of the many
people in the chain of transmission that ends with us. Clifford Geertz has
stated the problem well: “I have never been impressed by the argument that
complete objectivity is impossible in these matters (as, of course, it is), ong¢
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for both admittedly rests upon my conviction that it i
head and the heart of the scholar of religion to answer tlcs> ?vgct) Eeﬁcsszftyrxfz*gf
that the head' and the heart can nourish rather than sabotage one anothe:t ’
_ It sometimes seems to me that we arrange our talents and Weakncs.ses
like the foolish blind man and lame man in the old story: they agreed to team
up, but 1.:he lame man carried the blind man on his shoulders. If the blind
b‘flt physically whole man is the hunter, the experiencer, surely we should let
him be led about by the lame sage, the see-er, the scholar. As we have seen
though a ?mnter is basically limited to one side of experience (the physicai
and Cfnouonal), a sage is not necessarily limited to only the other side of
:,;cpenence (the intellectual). In any case, since it is ultimately impossible for
§ sage to deny the hunter within him, it is best for him to come to terms
with hx§ hunter. But more than that; the sage who acknowledges his hunter
aspect is a better sage, the sage whose heart melts (in the Indian exany le)
rather than the one who is dried up by his books. i
va?e return now to the metaphor of “getting inside someone else’s bead,”
we realize its more complex implications. For me, it implies the (ultimatel
un{?eachable) goal of cross-cultural studies. In attempting to understand Huzj
dul:sm, I would want to get inside the head of a Hindu, to become in 2 W2
2 kind of ersatz Hindu. But then, one might say, why not just talk to 2 Hindl};
5 and find out what is inside his head? (This is the “Take-a-Buddhist-to-dinner”
“approach to the comparative study of world religions.) There are 2 number of
reasons why this is not a satisfactory equivalent for getting inside the head of
a Hmd.u oneself. (1) There are many Hindus, and the one that I talk to might
be as ignorant of or mistaken about her own tradition as a Jew or Christian
¢hosen at rafldom might be wrong about her own tradition. (2) There are 0
many Hinduisms that no single Hindu could spezk for the entire tradition. (3)

might as well let on€e’s sentiments run joose. As Robert Solow has remarked,
that is like saying that as 2 perfectly aseptic environment is impossible, one
might as well conduct surgery in 2 sewer.”

We tell ourselves (and others, particularly our colleagues in the “harder”
disciplines) that we study our texts from the outside, in the approved manner
of the head, like sages, cool and objective, while we deal with the religious
affairs of the heart, if we deal with them at all, from the inside, like hunters,

mmitment. We maintain an objective interest in one soOft

with passion and €O
of religion and 2 subjective faith in another. For historians of religions, the

“objective” religion may be obviously other—Hinduism Or Isiam—, but even if
we are dealing with our “own” tradition we are prey to 2 kind of schizopbrenia
in artificially defining it as “other” for the duration of the period in which we
mic microscope. That our stock-in-trade is ideas about

have it under the acade
gods rather than ideas about electrons Of phonemes is not supposed to bother

anyone. The sameé basic rules should apply; the mental computer follows the
same synapses, and We merely change the software to very soft software.
But in making such assertions, in attempting to play the game of objec-
tivity with the Big Boys on the playing fields of the harder sciences, we often
tend to play down the more subtle but equally genuine sort of objectivity
that good scholars of religion can and do bring to their discipline, 2 criti
cal judgment that allows them to be critical even of their OWR faith claims.
And leaning over backward is not always the best posture in which to conr
duct 2 class; it is a posture in which one can easily be knocked over by any
well-aimed blow from the opposition (indeed, from either of the two 0ppo-
sitions). Moreover, this pressure often makes scholars of religions deny that
they care about religion, which is untrue; W€ do care, which is why we have
chosen this profession, instead of becoming lawyers and making lots of moncy.
Some scholars—1 think of Paul Ricoeur and David Tracy—do manage In many ways, a Hindu is the v . ;
to accomplish the rapprochement from the heart to the head, using their 50 bound up in it that he is bﬁszzgiiyp:fr ?;na;;eacsé zﬁ:tu;nHmdg(lism; h'e ls
at in their academic study. But others take the safet see35 (4) A Hindu would not ask of Hinduism the sorts of quzoi Igfff;

own religious commitme: :
O, using their P ademic stady of ofher peo ples’ religions in their private might want to ask of it, might leave out of his necessarily selective sammy
ecisely the sorts of things that I would want to know. “

religious understanding (the approach from the head to the heart). This latter
This last objection, in particular, reveals the fact that when I say that

approach, the way of the sympathetic sage, is, as we have seen, mOre easil ,
achieved, though it is less often discussed. To write about a religion that on want to get inside the head of 2 Hindu I really mean that I want to get
ge

cares about may be academically unfashionable; but to let what one reads an side it but to remain, at the same time, inside my own bead. The sage, at
.. ” . e,ata

writes affect one’s personal religion is academically irrelevant. The assertio i

ertain point; realized that he was a sage inside a hunt funnin
that critical objectivity makes it possible for a scholar to deal even with hi th systems of perception at once. %1115 the id;:ll :i:nt)t;z:' 2‘: gusas ot i
or her own faith claims in an academic forum demands a far , s e ok

jo-headed: he has his own head and the head : ook
of the O
defense than the assertion that a scholar may derive new faith claims from th the Other. But It We fook

€
e —

{oser, we see that such 2 scholar must, 1 fact, have more heads than _the

subject matter that is first taken up with critical objectivity. Tost.capitally extravagant Hin itv. For there O s o
gant tindu oelly. are
A cynic might view this second process as merely a disguised form of the; any different sorts of Hindus, all o?rwhom one hong;Yuiza:;toafngeﬁh (2;

se, many heads of Us. For each scholar is not only simultaneously hunter

first, achieving the same end through a means less susceptibie to criticism
age but often also simultaneously superstitious and 2 secular humanist

am reminded of the Jesuit who was informed that he was not permitted
smoke while he meditated. Quite right, the Jesuit replied; but surely no 00¢; many other things. Freud once rem

? ? X - arked that when twi
would object if he were to meditate while he was smoking,. In fact, I think there were four people in the bed (the two ﬂ:arzn andotl'l:l’: Otwplg }I:eﬁz

e ¥ heawe cmtlined are truly distinct, though my justiﬁcation ’ngd); in the study of comparative religion, when we attempt to penetrate
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not the body but the head of the other, there are always hundreds of people

in the head.
Eclecticism in personal
o be subjected t0 the structures of 2 public,
But eclecticism does have a legitimate place in
\universes. Eclectics make better hunters,. people
discoveries tO enrich their personal worldviews;
side of Socrates’ famous dicum that the life that is unexamined is not worth
! fiving. And 1 think that they are better sages, 00, scholars
[ gives them greater understanding of the subject that they teach;
g

{ true that the life that is not lived is not worth examining.

Yet “eclecticism’

cosmologies may be too elusive and jdiosyncratic
communal, academic discourse.
the evolution of private
who use their academic

for it is also

receiving and accepting myths from other peoples’ religions. Perhaps ouf
myths, like greatness in Shakespeare’s formulation,3? are not something that
we are born with, or achieve, but something that we have thrust upon us, to

confront not only with our heads but with our hearts.

they embody the positive . ¢

Chapter?

_ Other
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lies
The Cave of Lchoes

but it is cowardly not to try.! For me, the

best way to not-define 2 myth is to look at it in action, which is what
1 have tried to do throughout this book: to see what myth does, rather than
what myth is. It seems 1o me that by the time you've defined your terms in an
argument, you've lost interest in the problem. But at this point, as We begin t0
rec?xamjne our own assumptions about rmyths, it might be useful to list some
things that I think myths are 10 myths are not lies, or false statements tO
be contrasted with truth the most cONMUMOn
meaning of myth in casual
myths lies. The Malagasy end
'fag-line: “ft is not I that lie; this lie comes from olden times.”* In our culture,
in p‘grticular, myths are often given the shadowy status of what has been called
an “inoperative truth,” when in fact they might better be characterized as
operative fictions. Picasso called art a lie that tells the truth, and the

. might be sac d_of myths. AR

t is impossible to define a myth,

The desecration of the word “myth” to mean “lie” began with Plato wh
ntrasted the fabricated myth with the true history.6 It is, I think, an, irom
_a.t our word for myth in most European languages, together with our basi
ttitude to miyths, comes from ancient Greece, one of the very few culture

ne



