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TWO

From Expressive Language to Mythemes:
Meaning in Mythic Narratives

JOHN H. McDOWELL

tis mo secret thart there are many ways of thinking about myth, or that

myths have multiple layers and levels of meaning. These certinties pro-
voke a number of uncertainties when we artempt to define myth or inter-
pret its meaning. In chis essay I will have relarively little to say about the
problem of defining myth, but will rather occupy myself with interpredive
strategies rooted in the study of language. If we can agree that myth can or
must be a story, and that stories ate necessarily composed of narrative dis-
course, then we are well on the way toward recognizing the importance of
language as one parameter for assessing the meaning of myth. But our
quest will deliver us into some curious paradozes, when we leam that schol-
arly programs originating in the study of language can arrive at very differ-
ent places, and thar the very notion ef story may be deleted alrogether from
the enterprise.

In fizing our attention on tnythic narrative, we can take a cue from two
contributions to Thomas Sebeok’s collection of articles Myzh: A Symposium,
published initially as a special issue of the journal of American Folklorein
1955 and subsequently as a paperback anthology by Indiana University
Press. Claude Lévi-Strausss “The Structural Study of Myth” and Philip
Wheelwright's “The Semantic Approach to Myth” take their inspiration
from modes of inquiry developed by linguists, though the;source paradigms
are quite different, as is their application to mythic narrative marexials. It is
nonetheless intriguing to note the almost uncanny ways these two projects
intersect, even as they pursue contrasting objectives. I believe that these two
luminaries, Wheelwright and Lévi-Strauss, have opened: valuable avenues
into this tangled domain, avenues that have been traversed to some degree
in the ensuing half-century but that have yet to be fully explored. Wheel-

wright's concept of “expressive language” and Lévi-Strauss’s of “mythemes”
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remain useful as we search out the meanings of mythic narratives. These
paradigms, inviting us to view myth as an artistic form of communication
on the one hand, and as a parsing of human logic on the other, enhance our
appreciation of myth’s many meanings.

‘What words would have passed between Claude Lévi-Strauss and
Philip Wheelwright had Sebeok’s symposium been actual rather than virtu-
al? We have, on the one hand, Lévi-Strauss, born in Brussels in 1908 and
raised in Paris, scion of a family of artists and composers on his father’s
side, an influential rabbi on his mother’, student and teacher of philoso-
phy, deeply affected by his travels in Brazil and his exile in the United
States, already the author of a celebrated monograph on kinship, soon to be
appointed to the Chair of Social Anthropology at the Collége de France,
where he would remain a fixture for many years. Lévi-Strauss would go on
to publish other important work, including the four-volume Mythologiques,
centelred on the mythologies of the South and North American Indian
peoples.

On the other hand we have Wheelwright, born in 1901 (and thus seven
years Lévi-Strauss’s senior) in Elizabeth, New Jersey, educated at Princeton
in philosophy and literary studies, professor in turn at NYU, Dartmouth,
and the University of California, Riverside, where he had landed a position
around the time of Sebeok’s virtual symposium on myth. Wheelwright, a
member of the American Folklore Society, had just published one of his
major works, The Burning Fountain: A Study in the Language of Symbolism
%18 9?4), and would publish in 1962 his well-known scudy Metaphor and

ality.

Both Lévi-Strauss and Wheelwright were reared in the embrace of
philology, where language occupies pride of place, and each man came to
see features of language and language analysis as holding the key to the
meaning of myth. Philip Wheelwright chose to work within the conven-
tions of " philological tradition, grounding his thinking in a discussion of
metaphor with roots in the ideas of Max Miiller, but reaching toward the
illumination provided by contemporary ethnographic accounts. Claude Lévi-
Strauss, in contrast, rejected every aspect of the older paradigm in favor of
a revolutionary program shaped by his encounter with structural linguis-
tics. Yet his thesis offers, as we shall see, valuable comparativist and func-
tional perspectives on myth, as well as an intriguing vision of myth as a key
to human cognition.

WHEELWRIGHT’S EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE

The argument presented by Philip Wheelwright in Mysh: A Symposium
derives from a basic distinction he makes between what he calls steno-
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language, “the language of plain sense and exact denotation,” and expressive
language, a language allowing for expression “with maximum fullness.”
Wheelwright sees these as “two complementary and interpenetrating uses
of language,” but he clearly regards the latter usage as primarily operative in
myth, stating that “expressive language is employed in that wide area which
may be designated ‘sacred,” and which doubtless includes those forms of

“story-making that have enough transcendental reference to be properly

classified as ‘myth” (1965, 157). We see here Wheelwright's commitment
to myth as a form of “story-making,” in particular a “sacred” story-making,
with “transcendental reference.” The distinction between steno-language
and expressive language brings to mind ideas of Prague Circle linguists
such as Jan MukaYovsky and Bronislav Havranek, later crystallized in Ro-
man Jakobson’s distinction between the referential and poetic functions of
language (Garvin 1964; Sebeok 1960). But one searches in vain through
the footnotes in Wheelwright’s books for any reference to this particular
body of thought, or to the possibility that Jakobson or his work might con-
nect Wheelwright and Lévi-Strauss.

In any case, Wheelwright focuses his discussion on two basic elements
of expressive language, its imagery and its phraseology. The former he
captures in the term diaphor, coined by Max Miiller, which denotes sym-
bolic thinking in which conceptual linkages are forged by innovative,
even radical, metaphors. Wheelwright does not accept Miiller’s thesis that
myths arise from “diseased language,” that is, language vitiated as names
and labels become obscure through the lapse of time, preferring to stipu-
late a more equitable relationship between language and thought. But he
does appear to be comfortable with Miiller’s “mythopoeic age,” a postu-
lated epoch when people habitually thought and expressed themselves
through metaphor, formulating what Wheelwright (1965, 156) calls “pri-
mary myth.”

Wheelwright's discussion of the diaphoric thought process invokes a
mythopoeic world, and approaches but then veers away from a key element
in Lévi-Strauss’s thinking, “the logic of tangible qualities” (Lévi-Strauss
1969). Wheelwright argues that before the familiar process of metaphor we
find “a prior semantic movement which operates, often pre-consciously; by
bringing raw elements of experience—qualities, capabilities, emotionally-
charged suggestibilities, and whatever else—into the specious unity of
being represented by a certain symbol” (1965, 159). He hypothesizes that
these striking semantic linkages become “gradually formalized inro a tribal
tradition” and are then played and replayed in the telling of tribal myths. In
Myth: A Symposium Wheekwright offers two examples of diapbosic thought:
the pipe as a manifestation of Wakan Tanka, the Great Spirit of the Lakota
Indians, and the scarab, or dung beetle, a powerful symbol of determina-
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tion and generative potency among the ancient Egyptians. He stresses “the
com):rete universality; or archetypal character,” of diaphoric language (1965,
159).

The other dimension of expressive language that Wheelwright applies
to the meaning of myth is what he calls its “sentence” or the process of
“sentence-making,” by which he intends the verbal constructions housing
the diaphoric terms he deems to be typical of myth. Wheelwright helps us
grasp his idea of “expressive sentences” by reminding us of those occasions
when we add extra vehemence to our utterances in an effort to convey our
strong involvement in what we are saying:

For in regard to all really important affairs where some degree of valuation
and emotional commentary enters, we instinctively recognize the inade-
quacy of strictly logical forms of speech to do justice to our full intended
meanings; and we endeavor by tone of voice, facial expression, and gesture,
as well as by choice and arrangement of words, to break through the barri-
ers of prescribed definition and express, no doubt inadequately, the more
elusive elements in the situation and in our attitude towards it. (1965,

162)

‘We surmise that expressive sentence-making is a broad and fertile category
for Wheelwright, drawing together linguistic, performative, and cognitive
dimensions of human speech. What Wheelwright proposes here is nothing
less than an artistic rhetoric of verbal performance, assessing the interplay
of verbal design, vocal delivery, and personal involvement in the perfor-
mance of mythic narratives.

Wheelwright’s discussion of “sentence-making” provides another mo-
ment of false convergence between his project and Levi-Strauss’s, when he
notes that “expressive sentences tend to function in terms of certain polari-
tes” (1965, 163). On the surface of things, this statement appears to con-
nect with Levi-Strauss’s cultivation of opposed or contrary terms in his
analysis of myth meanings (1965, 104). But on inspection it becomes clear
that these scholars are using the concept of contradiction in very different
ways. Wheelwright's polarities have to do with the attitudinal range of ex-
pressive language, which encodes, better than other forms of speech, the
ambivalence that attaches to the most profound of human experiences. In
Levi-Strauss, as we shall see, the notion of opposition is an analytical tool,
grounded in human experience but quickly assimilated to the content-less
grammar of conceptual forms. This apparent point of contact, like the mo-
mentary convergence on the tangible qualities of sensory experience, actu-
ally underscores not the proximity of these two projects but the distance
" that separates them.
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LEVI-STRAUSS’S STRUCTURAL ANALYSIS OF MYTH

Claude Lévi-Strauss, unlike Philip Wheelwright, introduces terms and con-
cepts drawn directly from the linguistics of the period. His focus on lan-
guage, again unlike Wheelwright's, ultimately leads him away from the
actual language of myth and into a different realm altogether, the universal
logic of human thinking. For Lévi-Strauss, the methods of structural lin-
guistics offer an escape from the morass (as he might say) of all the old
philological questions, and access (he believed) to the clarity of real science.
Lévi-Strauss, converted to anthropology through reading Robert Lowie and
traveling in Brazil's Matto Grosso, underwent another, equally significant
conversion experience some years Jater in New York City. There, in 1941,
he became acquainted with Roman Jakobson, linguist, folklorist, and liter-
ary theorist, both men having been cast on Americds shores by the turmoil
affecting the European continent at the time. Employed on the faculty of
the Fcole Libre des Hautes Etudes, Lévi-Strauss and Jakobson started at-
tending one another’s classes (Wiseman and Groves 1998, 86), and Lévi-
Strauss, the younger of the two by some twelve years, was struck by the
logical precision he saw in Jakobson’s treatment of language form and
process. These two brilliant refugees became colleagues at the New School
for Social Research in the 1940s (Wiseman and Groves 1998).

Roman Jakobson brought into the world of Lévi-Strauss the concepts
and methods of structural linguistics, originating in the work of the Swiss
linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, and Lévi-Strauss, it is fair to say, never re-
covered from this moment of mental cross-pollination. The essential prem-
ises of structural linguistics—that language is an idealized system of logic,
that meaning resides in the relationships among its units, and that language
analysis proceeds through binary oppositions—furnished the framework
for Lévi-Strauss’s reinterpretations of several anthropological domains, in-
cluding kinship, totemism, primitive thought, and mygh. The article in-
cluded in SebeoKs virtual symposium is Lévi-Strauss’s initial and most
accessible formulation of his program to apply structural analysis to myth.
Later, as I have noted, Lévi-Strauss extends this program in a comprehensive
study of myth, the four-volume treatise Mythologiques (1964—68), his “myth-
logics,” working outward from a central myth, of the Bororo of Brazil, to
encompass at last a vast corpus of mythology distributed throughout the
Americas and beyond, and dipping into a wide spectrum of Western art, lit-
erature, and custom for good measure.

Lévi-Strauss’s “The Structural Study of Myth” is better known than
Wheelwright's “The Semantic Approach to Myth,” but it must stll be
briefly reviewed here. It is hard to say whether Lévi-Strauss’s scructural
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program is more remarkable for its ingenuity or its audacity. The audacity
is quite breathtaking. Working from what appear to be secure moorings,
Lévi-Strauss plunges with suave assurance into a realm of near-total con-
jecture. Setting forth a program of action grounded in the methods of
structural linguistics, he devises interpretations that hurtle off in the direc-
don of whimsy and idiosyncrasy. Yet there is much erudition in this mad-
ness, and even more ingenuity. Like many other readers of Lévi-Strauss,
find miyself skeptical to the bitter end yet constantly wondering whether,
after all, he might be on to something important.

It is easy enough to chart the influence of Lévi-Strauss on a host of fol-
lowers, some of them prominent scholars in their own right. On this score,
we can say he founded, or at the least did much to further, a movement that
tended to apply structural analysis to each and every manifestation of
human thought and action. We could stand in judgment of his work, find-
ing fault (alongside a phalanx of companions) with its masking of subjec-
tivity in a program dressed to look like objective science. My goal in this
essay, however, is to appreciate Lévi-Strauss’s ideas, as presented in his essay
in Sebeok’s anthology. I hope to discover in this work, as we did in Philip
Wheelwright’s, the kernel of a viable project for assessing the meaning of
mythic narratives. In order to accomplish this, I will comment on Lévi-
Strauss’s notion of myth as a genre, on his technique of paradigmatic analy-
sis, and on the nascent comparativist and functionalist projects subsumed
within the structuralist agenda.

Lévi-Strauss argues that myth is unique among the genres on a number
of counts. It possesses, he tells us, “a singularity among other linguistic phe-
nomena” as “the part of language where the formula traduttore, tradittore
reaches its lowest truth value” (1965, 85). He asserts that “its substance
does not lie in its style, its original music, or its syntax, but in the story
which it tells” (86). But he doesn’t intend story in the ordinary sense of nar-
rative plot. Rather, he chooses to disregard this story in favor of an abstract
logic embodied in the referents in the tale: the personages, their attributes,
and their actions, removed from the narrative flow of the story.

Needless to say, this leap, accomplished so effortlessly in Lévi-Strauss’s
prose, is highly controversial. For all his dedication to music, Lévi-Strauss
denies the original music of mythic narrative in performance, asserting that
what is important about myth is the content that can be synopsized. Lévi-
Strauss is more interested in references to sensory perception in myth than
in myth as a sensuous object in its own right. In one swift gesture, he parts
company not only with Philip Wheelwright but also with the many
mythographers, myself included, who have come under the spell of myth-
ic narratives performed in the web of living cultures. Many of us would
argue that the meaning of myth, whatever it may be, must inhere in the
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spoken fabric of the narrative, as performed and absorbed in those social
settings where myth happens. However, I propose here a slightly different
take on the marter; I prefer to say that Lévi-Strauss chooses to pursue a cer-
tain perspective on myth. I suppose we can all agree that scholarly projects
require this sort 5f selectivity, and that scholars are not only permitted, but
perhaps obliged, to proceed in this fashion.

For Lévi-Strauss, myth is inscrutable, so much so that scholarship on it
is “a picture of chaos” (1965, 82) leading to interpretations of its meaning
thar are either bland or bizarre. He observes that myth at first glance seems
to present a world of infinjte possibility, yet on inspection it can be scen
that the mythic imagination flows through familiar courses:

With myth, everything becomes possible. But on the other hand, this ap-
parent arbitrariness is belied by the astounding similarity between myths
collected in widely different regions. Therefore the problem: if the content
of 2 myth is contingent, how are we going to explain that throughout the
world myths do resemble one another so much? (83)

These observations, accurate enough if not particularly novel, suggest to
Lévi-Strauss a parallel between the current situation in myth studies and the
state of language study before the advent of structural analysis. In order for
language study to join the ranks of scientific enterprise, it was necessary to
recognize that meaning did not inhere in language clements themselves, but
rather in the relationships among these elements. As he writes with regard to
phonology, “it is the combination of sounds, not the sounds in themselves,
which provides the significant data” (85) These meaning-making sounds
are called by Saussure phonemes. Later, Lévi-Strauss will label myzhemes the
meaning-making elements in myth (Lévi-Strauss 1985, 144-45).

If this analogy to structural linguistics is apt, to get at the real meaning
of myth we must identify the relevant constituent units and the links thar
bind them into a system. The study of mythology must find what Lévi-
Strauss calls the gross constituent units (1965, 86) of myths, gross because
they are more expansive than the phonemes and morphemes of linguistic
analysis. How do we hit upon these units? Lévi-Strauss recommends a
process that is initially mechanical: we analyze the story “into its shortest
possible sentences” and write “each sentence on a index card bearing a
number corresponding to the unfolding of the story” (87). But we cannot
stop there: we must then see how these constituent units relate not to the el-
ements in their immediate narrative environment, but to a set of interpre-
tive codes operating throughout the narrative, and indeed, throughout the
corpus of related narratives, and potentially anywhere in the universe of
human cognition. What began as a mechanical process, the itemization of
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story content, becomes a highly imaginative process, the provision of inter-
pretive codes linking story elements into larger paradigms. As Lévi-Strauss
has it, “the true constituent units of a myth are not the isolated relations
but bundles of such relationsand it is only as bundles that these relations can
be put to use and combined so as to produce a meaning” (87).

‘Where do we find these thematic containers that give purpose to the
mythemes? It is at this stage in the operation, apparently, that a healthy
dose of intuition comes into play. But this stage is not entirely random
either. It is shaped by a largely implicit functionalism attributing to myth
the mission of resolving, or at least deferring or deflecting, points of con-
;:eptual tension in the culture. Lévi-Strauss formulates this premise as fol-
ows:

Mythical thought always works from the awareness of oppositions towards
their progressive mediation. . . . We need only to assume that two opposite
terms with no intermediary always tend to be replaced by two equivalent

terms which allow a third one as a mediartor. (1965:99)

It is the job of the mythographer to isolate the mythemes in a given myth,
to intuit the matrix of conflict they address, and to identify the move to-
ward resolution as opposite terms are replaced with terms admitting of me-
diation.

In the article we are exploring, Lévi-Strauss discusses in some depth two
case studies, what he calls “the Oedipus myth” and the Zuni emergence
myth. After the requisite grouping of story elements, the Oedipus myth
can be seen to turn on the opposition between “the underrating of blood
relations” and “the overrating of blood relations,” and ultimately addresses
a basic conflict in accounting for the origins of humans:

The myth has to do with the inability, for a culture which holds the belief
that mankind is autochthonous . . . to find a satisfactory transition between
this theory and the knowledge that human beings are actually born from the
union of man and woman. (1965:91-92)

The Zuni (and by extension the Pueblo peoples in general) are seeking in
their emergence myths to resolve (according to this analysis) the funda-
mental contradiction between life and death by juxtaposing sets of myth-
emes from the worlds of agriculture and hunting. In these discussions,
Lévi-Strauss argues, following a suggestion by Emile Durkheim, that myth
is “a logical tool” allowing people to replace an irreconcilable contradiction
with terms that can be brought into some form of mediation (Lévi-Strauss

1969, 7).

From Expressive Language to Mythemes | 37

Tt is quite a flight of fancy that Lévi-Strauss offers us, as bold as the de-
cision of the bird nester (in a famous myth of the Americas) to venture
onto the back of his feathered benefactor. If we take up the offer, we are in-
vited to fly far away from a number of vexing issues, and that is surely part
of the seductive power of Lévi-Strauss’s ideas. No longer need we search for
true or early versions of myths, for in this brave new world of myth analy-
sis all versions are equal, and in fact, interpretations of a myth are merely
additional versions of it. Likewise, we no longer need to struggle with the
problem of characterizing tribal mentalities, for this approach assures us
that primitive thought is no different from civilized thought—the object of
thought may be different, bur the logic remains continuous. Most impor-
tanly, for our purposes, the meaning of myth is now removed from the
narrative discourse, which is cast aside as a purely fortuitous vehicle, and re-
located in a universal plane of logical process. -

MYTH, LANGUAGE, AND THOUGHT

What I have said so far indicates something of the range and scope of ideas
presented by these two scholars, both drawn to language analysis as a route
to the promised land of understanding myth, but embarked nevertheless
on very different missions. I submit that we might admire some features of
their programs, and find merit in them, without necessarily buying into the
whole project. Both Wheelwright and Lévi-Strauss present inconvenient
facets, but setting these aside, I believe that the ideas of each scholar have
something of value for us as we continue to search out the holy grail of
mythology, the meaning of myth. What I propose to highlight in this last
section of the essay are what I see as the most promising threads running
through the thought of each of our mythographers, finding expression in a
body of valuable scholarship that extends from the day of the symposium
to our own and is still capable of inspiring worthwhile thinking about the
meaning of myth.

Philip Wheelwright closes his essay with a plea for “a'more active liaison
between semantics, broadly conceived, and anthropology” (1965, 167), and
I believe this plea will help us unlock the mystery of Wheelwright's lasting
contributions. Reading through the pages of “The Semantic Approach to
Myth,” one is struck by Wheelwright's effort to locate and legitimate his
philological concerns in the texture of ethnographic fact. In this lighr,
Wheelwright exemplifies 2 maneuver that in some ways defines modern in-
tellectual history: the attempt to conjoin classical learning with ethnogra-
phy. Like Francis Barton Gummere, Sir James Frazer, Louise Pound, Stith
Thompson, and many others, Wheelwright struggles to bring his literary
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theories into focus through contact with firsthand reports from exotic lo-
cales. We witness in Wheelwright, as in the others, a telling encounter be-
tween European (or Western) erudition and the realities of life as conveyed
in ethnographic descriptions of village and tribal peoples.

Because this encounter, like the symposium on myth, is virtual or me-
diated, the resulting agenda has the flavor of armchair scholarship. [am not
aware that Wheelwright personally observed or documented 2 performance
of mythic narrative. In writing of the Plains Indian belief in Wakan Tanka,
he registers some hesitation in using the label “Lakota,” imagining that the
source of his information had intended “Dakota” instead. Wheelwright's
hesitation here clearly illustrates the hazards of armchair research. Asa con-
sequence, his ideas must remain programmatic rather than deeply ground-
ed in ethnographic context. But we can salvage from this program, I
believe, the outlines of a viable research inquiry into the social aestherics of
mythic narrative performance.

At the core of this program we find the situated performance of mythic
narratives, much as I have witnessed them among the Kams4 and Ingano in
Colombias Sibundoy Valley (McDowell 1989, 1994). Wheelwright draws
our attention to this discourse as an instance of expressive language, and he
invites us to take notice of the rhetorical devices, in all relevant expressive
domains, that lend this discourse what he calls “semantic fluidity and plen-
itade” (1965, 167). This program requires us to artend to facial expression
and gesture, grammatical form, lexical choice, and, of course, the special-
ized vocabulary of diaphora, as these features converge to create the pecu-
liar efficacy of mythic narrative. It is not difficult to discover in this
program an endorsement for the ethnography of speaking myth, a project
that has advanced significantly from the time of Wheelwright's essay, as is
evident in the work of scholars such as Dell Hymes, Dennis Tedlock, Ellen
Basso, Barre Toelken, Joel Sherzer, Jonathan Hill, Steven Feld, and many
others. My own work in the Sibundoy Valley of Colombia is inspired by
this program.

But Wheelwright's interest in myth as a form of expressive language
does not stop with this ample investigation of mythic narrative discourse.
He has an ulterior motive, which is to describe as closely as possible the at-
dirude toward the sacred held by those who nurture mythic narrative tradi-
tions. He presents on this score a most intriguing argument: that the
“genuinely religious believer is one who gives full commitment—not nec-
essarily to the sentences in their literal meanings . . . , but to some half-
guessed, half-hidden truth which the sentences symbolize” (1965, 166). It
is this recognition of the complexity of religious belief that I find especial-
ly valuable in Wheelwright's approach. It is his discussion of diaphora, the
active process of symbolization that defines mythical thought, that conveys
Wheelwright to this nuanced treatment of belief.
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Diaphora, the formation of: radical metaphoric linkages, activates a
charged connection between a vebicle, the signifier, and a zenor, the signi-
fied. Wheelwright characterizes the vehicle in diaphora as “usually clear and
vivid, although perhaps shocking to everyday standards of probability,” and
depicts a diaphoric tenor, or referent of the religious metaphor, that “looms
darkly behind the scene as something vague, inarticulate, yet firmly intuit-
ed and somehow of tremendous, even final, importance and consequen-
tiality.” He assesses the patterns of belief attaching to the parts of diaphoric
thought:

To accept the vehicle in its literal aspect exclusively is the way of supersti-
tion; to accept its transcendental references {the tenor) exclusively is the way
of allegory. The primitively mytho-religious attitude in its most characteris-
tic forms has tended 1o sertle into some kind of fertile tension between these
two extremes without yielding too completely to either of them.

Forestalling simplistic notions of primitive belief, Wheelwright argues in-
stead for a rather sophisticated balance between superstition and allegory,
partaking to some degree of both. He concludes that “so far as the mythic
storyteller is half-consciously aware of the tension his narrative may achieve
that tone of serious playfulness which characterizes so charmingly much V
early myth” (1965, 167).

Dispensing with gratuitous details such as “early” myth and “primitive”
thought, we have here a charter for exploring with some delicacy the men-
tal framework of religious belief as conveyed in mythic narratives. Wheel-
wright offers a contemplative myth-teller, with a refined capacity to shift
back and forth between literal and figurative mental frameworks. Although
he may not have set out to do so, Wheelwright redeems the cultural “other”
(and in the process, he redeems himself and, by extension, the rest of us)
as a figure far more complex than the two-dimensional stereotypes of “the
savage” or “the primitive” would suggest. Here it seems that Wheelwright's
formation in the humanities, with its sensitivity to the coils of human
imagination, has usefully tempered the headlong rush of the social sciences
to arrive at large-scale generalizations. Wheelwright's doctrine of the “seri-
ous playfulness of belief” can readily be abstracted from the discussion of
“primary” myth and brought forward as a handle on all ideological systems
alleging immanent truth. *

What about the ideas of Claude Lévi-Strauss as applfed to the meaning
of myth? What can we salvage for posterity from the structuralist agenda? I
sense an assimilation of Lévi-Strauss’s orientation into research and theory
on myth. I believe that core ideas, such as “the logic of sensible qualities,”
the sets of repeating and contrastive elements, and the cultural codes they
entail, have quietly found their way into the thinking of most mythogra-
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phers writing today. This leaching of ideas into the scholarly agenda is a trib-
ute to the French anthropologist who made mobiles representing mythical
structures and who lived, by his own account, for twenty years with “all these
populations and their myths as if in a fairy tale” (Lévi-Strauss 1995, 132).

If the mechanics and intuitive leaps of structural analysis are set aside
for the moment, we may ask: what of value remains? I see major arenas
where Lévi-Strauss’s thinking remains vibrant. The first of these is in the
comparative study of mythology. Alan Dundes argues that “although Lévi-
Strauss’s methodology wears the trappings of structuralism, his actual
method is a form, an idiosyncratic form to be sure, of the comparative
method” (1997, 41). As a mythographer working in South America, I have
found great value in the compilation of myths from all over the continent
he provides in the Mythologiques. Lévi-Strauss established a laboratory in
France for compiling, synopsizing, and translating hundreds of mythic nar-
rative texts, from scores of indigenous communities, collected by dozens of
field researchers. These eight-hundred-plus abbreviated texts (some of
them quite perfunctory), spanning the South and North American conti-
nents, receive their M-numbers at the back of each of the four volumes of
the Mythologiques and make up the largest available inventory of the myth-
ic narratives of America’s native populations.

But is this the extent of it? What are we to make of the structural
method that Lévi-Strauss has applied so assiduously to myth? Is there noth-
ing to be said for the mytheme? It must be conceded that Lévi-Strauss’s ex-
cursions across mythologies on the basis of perceived affinities (and
contrasts) lead to interesting and surprising areal mappings, even on occa-
sion signaling something that looks a lot like what he calls “the bedrock of
American mythology” (1978, 255). The lure of Lévi-Strauss shines forth in
a reprise he wrote to Stith Thompson’s celebrated study of the Star Hus-
band Tale (1953), and this jousting of rival theories presents an opportuni-
ty to assess the merits of structuralist thinking. It is midway through The

Origin of Table Manners, volume 3 of the Mythologigues, that Lévi-Strauss
launches his structuralist antidote to historic-geographic analysis, in a sec-
tion called “The Porcupine’s Instructions.”
Stith Thompson, employing the Finnish or historic-geographic meth-
od, assembles a corpus of related nartatives from several North American
Indian tribes inhabiting the northern plains and adjacent areas. Using tech-
niques that are familiar to folklorists, he then isolates a basic version of the
tale, and what he calls “the porcupine redaction” found in Arapaho variants.
Thompson concludes that the basic, oldest form of the Star Husband Tale
must have been widely distributed over the northern plains by the eigh-

- teenth century, and that the porcupine redaction must have originated
within this zone ho later than the 1890s.
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Let’s focus our attention on the porcupine redaction. I reproduce the
outline of the tale, as presented by Lévi-Strauss (1978, 229), omitting the
frequencies he provides for each element within the corpus of twenty relat-
ed myths, from the Arapaho and several other Plains Indian tribes:

A girl while performing a task follows a porcupine up a tree which stretches
to the upper world. The porcupine becomes the moon, the sun, or a staz, in
the form of a young man. The girl marries him and bears him a son. She is
warned not to dig, but disobeys and discovers a sky-hole. By her own efforts
or with the help of her husband she descends on a sinew rope, but it is too
short. The husband sends down a rock with instructions to kill the wife and
spare the son. '

Here we have in splendid form the lure and the mystery of myth. The story
is engaging, yet it begs for interpretation. What can it have meant to the
Plains Indians who told it to one another? What can it mean to us?

Stith Thompson is primarily concerned to position this cluster of myths
within the larger setting of the star husband cycle. He views the porcupine -
redaction as a later, territorially restricted incrustation, biit does not tackle
the tricky question of the myth’s meaning. Lévi-Strauss adopts a friendly
stance toward Stith Thompson, calling him “the distinguished American
representative” of the Finnish School, thanking him for his medculous
work, without which the present refinement would not be possible (1978,
227). But courtesy does not prevent him from offering a radically different
interpretation of the same set of myths, nor does it keep him from leveling
awithering attack on the methods and goals of historic-geographic studies.
He directs attention to the position of the porcupine in North American
mythology, inquiring, “What is its significance? Or rather, what are the
myths trying to signify through its agency?” (241).

Lévi-Strauss scolds practitioners of the Finnish method for failing to
“raise the question of what constitutes a fact in folklore” (228). This failing,
he asserts, causes Thompson to focus on the presence or absence of story
details while neglecting the logical relationships evident between the differ-
ent versions of these myths. He argues that variants of a myth “do not dif-
fer from each other in the manner of material objects, whose unequal
extensions in space and time are simply to be recorded.” Instead, he tells us,
myths in this cycle “are dynamically inter-linked, which means that they are
in oppositional and correlational relationships with each other” (233). Ap-
plying this principle, he rakes additional versions into his net, eventually
reaching into South America for distant cognates of a theme he sees as
centering on “the wives of the sun and the moon.” His mission is not so
much to provide a historical account of the myth’s origin and movement as
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to devise “an intelligible synchronic system” (263). Still, as we will see, he is
not indifferent to historical permutations.

Following Lévi-Strauss as he searches out the meaning of these myths,
we traverse a spectacular cultural field. At the outer edge, we are dealing
with instructions provided to young women so that they will acquire the
proper life habits. This issue extends beyond the Americas, but thcme§ re-
curring in this cluster of myths are portrayed as marking the ancient
bedrock of American mythology. With regard to the porcupine, we learn
much about its cultural importance as the source of quills essential in the
beadwork of the Plains Indians, an art practiced by refined women of these
tribes. It becomes crucial to uncover the periodicity of the porcupine,
whose “quills vary in quantity and quality according to the season” (249),
for one semantic component of the myths under consideration is their
marking of a temporal code. »

It turns out (pursuing this line of reasoning) that the porcupine redac-
tion acquires its meaning through contrast with a set of related myths found
among Algenquin tribes and their neighbors centering on the grebe, a duck,
who acts as a deceptive suitor to two young women who have escaped their
husbands, the sun and the moon. Lévi-Strauss presents diagrams showing
that the two clusters, the porcupine redaction and the grebe redaction, sys-
tematically reverse all the polarities in the analysis. :

I will spare you the full discussion and go directly to its conclusion in an
argument that links history and myth interpretation. Lévi-Strauss (1978,
265) displays the two redactions on a map locating the tribes who sustain
them. What we contemplate there are two triangular areas whose point of
contact lies west of Lake Superior. The grebe redaction occupies a territory
that extends from this point east and north across Canada. The territory of
the porcupine redaction extends to the west and south across the Great
Plains of the United States. This distribution suggests to Lévi-Strauss a ra-
tonale for this set of logical oppositions:

I£, as seems to be the case, the Plains Algonquin and their Siouan neighbors
came from the northeast, where the porcupine was to be found, they may
well, on losing the real animal, have reversed a mythological system which
was originally very close to the one rerained by the Ojibwa. (271)

The argument rests on this functionalist thesis:

If the presence of an animal as important as the porcupine.. . . is transformed
into its absence, then in all those contexts in which it played a part. . . thean-
imal must be projected into a different world. (272-73)

Casting his net widely and asserting structural relations spanning the Amer-
ican continents, Lévi-Strauss proposes a chronology very different from
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Thompson’s, arguing that “mythic forms common to both hemispheres
must have their origin in a very remote past” (271). We are dealing, he
claims, “not in decades, but millennia” (233).

So where does this leave us? Some portions of Lévi-Strauss’s argument
are fairly easy to accept. One equivalence centers on advice received by the
young women as they descend from the sky. In one cycle they hear from a
meadowlark, a bird that roots abour on the forest floor, and in the other
from a sequence of creatures marking a gradual approach to the earth (a
chickadee, a tree-roaming squirrel, and a ground-roaming squirrel). These
and several other junctures in the structural analysis are not difficult to
swallow. But what about the correlation alleged between a theumy old man
(who leaks from above) and an incontinent young woman (who leaks from
below)? There are numerous junctures that, like this one, require 2 leap of
faith on the reader’s part.

It seems we cannot entirely dismiss the fruits of structural analysis, if
we accept that it is capable of providing insights into the meaning, purpose,
and function of myth. One appealing feature of Lévi-Strauss’s program is
easily lost in all the mental gyrations, and that is its dedication to a func-
tionalist agenda. In Sebeok’s symposium Lévi-Strauss articulates the con-
viction that myth performs a vital function, that of reconciling or medi-
ating points of conflict within a culture. Myth is presented as a logical tool
used by people to resolve, or at least displace, salient contradictions in their
cosmologies. In the case of the porcupine redaction, the functionalist argu-
ment is grounded in the presence and absence of a vital animal, and ex-
plains a systematic reversal in the valencies of mythical elements from one
group of tribes to another. Functionalism is not always foregrounded in
Lévi-Strauss, but I believe that, on balance, it is the most valuable dimen-
sion of his work. The idea that expressive forms might be used to resolve or
mediate areas of profound social uneasiness is an idea that is still very much
with us.

Wheelwright and Lévi-Strauss offer approaches to myth’s meaning that
start from a similar point, move off in opposite directions to open con-
trastive perspectives, yet somehow converge again in staking out 2 common
area of concern. The shared point of origin is the conviction that myth, a
form of narrative discoutse, can be illuminated through the application of
concepts and models drawn from the study of language. But this convic-
ton, we have seen, produces divergent analyses, one leading into the origi-
nal music of myth, its sensuous medium, the other away from it. Still, it
appears that each man is, in the end, concerned with the overarching issue
of how people think, each viewing mythic narrative as an especially reveal-
ing lens into the process of human thought. Wheelwright, drawn to the so-
cial aesthetics of mythic narrative performance, delivers 2 nuanced model of
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religious belief, which modulates (in this view) between the poles of super-
stition and allegory. Lévi-Strauss, drawn to mythic narrative as an instru-
ment of thought, delivers a system of logical operations founded on sensory
perception and cultural classifications. The intellectual crux that unites
them is a passion for understanding how human beings create and manipu-
late symbols: in Wheelwright's account, through diaphoric thought; in
Lévi-Strauss’s, through the logic of tangible qualities.

My purpose in bringing these two approaches into conversation with
one another, in actualizing (through the imagination) the virtual sympo-
sium, is to designate one broad arena where the continuing quest for
myth’s meaning may proceed, an arena defined by myth’s necessary com-
mitment to mythic narrative. Whether we stick to a social aesthetics of
myth or tackle myth’s structures of logic, we will do well to explore the piv-

otal links between myth, langnage, and thought. Wheelwright's treatment

of expressive language allows us to penetrate the core ambivalence enclos-
ing the most charged domains of human imagination. Lévi-Strauss's dissec-
tion of mythic narrative offers a unique vantage point on the resolution of
deeply rooted conceptual conflicts. These language-based interpretive pro-
grams should provide ample inspiration for another generation of mythog-
raphers.
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