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TWO 

From Expressive Language to .Mythemes: 
Meaning in Mythic Narratives 

JOHN H. McDOWELL 

I 
c is no secret cha: there are many ways of thinking about mY':h, _or that 
myths have muluple layers and levels of meanmg. These certamt1es pro­

voke a number of uncertainties when we attempt to define myth or mter-
pret its meaning. In chis essay I will have relatively little t� sa! about �he 
problem of defining myth, but will rather occupy myself w1ch mterprcnve 
strategies rooted in the study of language. If we can agree chat myth_ can <:>r 
must be a story, and that stories are necessarily composed of narrauve dis­
course, then we are well on the way toward recognizing the importance of 
language as one parameter for assessing the meaning of myth. Bue our 
quesrwill deliver us into some curious paradoxes, when w� learn that s�ol­
arly programs originating in the study of �cuage can arnve at very differ­
ent places, and chat the very norion of story may be deleted altogether from 
the enterprise, 

In fixing our attention on mythic narrative, we can take a cue fi:om _cwo 
contributions to Thomas Sebeok's collection of articles Myth: A Symposium,
published initially as a special issue of the Journal of Ame�can Fol�lore_in
1955 and subsequently as a paperback anthology by Indiana Uruversu:y 
Press. Claude Levi-Strauss's "The Scrucrural Study of Myth" and Philip 
Wheelwright's "The Semantic Approach to Myth'' take their inspi�cion 
from modes of inquiry developed by linguists, th.ough the

1
source paradigms 

are quite different, as is their application to mythic narrative materials. It is 
nonetheless intriguing to note the almost uncanny ways ihese two projects 
intersect, even as th.ey pursue contrasting objectives. 1 believe that these two 
luminaries , Wheelwright and Levi-Strauss, have opened valuable avenues 
into this tangled domain, avenues chat have been tr:..versed co some degree 
in the ensuing half-century but that have yet to be fully explored. Wheel­
wright's concept of "expressive language" and Levi-Strauss's of "mythemes» 




















