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Inspired Myth
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Britney Spears, scantily clad, carrying a six fpgthon, dances erotically before a
frenzic crowd, worshipping and adoring her, as Aylite of old. Across town, men gather
around an electronic altar to worship Hercules Anés, whose latest incarnations find
them armored with pads, football helmets, sterogohsl Gatorade. Meanwhile the priest
looks out upon his congregation Sunday morning,ingotit's resemblance to the
gerontology ward he had visited three days eanendering where the rest of his flock
have gone. Little does he know that many haveettad their allegiance to their parent’s
religion, and instead, when asked by Statistics aGanto state their religion, have
enthusiastically professed themselves as Jedi.

What is going on here? How is it that those symltidditionally associated with
western religion, particularly Christianity, haveedm forsaken in favor of those
pessimistically regarded as “secular?” What &hibut these new symbols that give them
such potent sociological resonance? Dr. JosephpBain(1904-1987), a scholar of
mythology, religion, and psychology, proposes oassfble answer, which lies within the
structure of mythology itself, and its link to whaing called the “collective unconscious”
— a proposition that carries with it many philosmah consequences for the human
understanding of God, nature, religion, society] aarselves.

Campbell on Myth and Ritual

Campbell’s point of departure is to notice (as dostrscholars of mythology) the

undeniable similarities that exist between the myah different cultures and of different
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erast While not identical in many details, these myhietd so much in common with each
other to warrant an explanation. The typical exateons offered for this phenomenon are
eitherdiffusion wherein all myths come from a common originatsogiety (a view less
commonly held), oindependent inventigrwherein each individual society has developed
their own myths, that somehow bear similaritiegach other. This latter view is held by
Campbell, along with Tylor, Frazer, Freud, and nmaably, Jung (Patai 22f, Segal 126).

For Campbell, this phenomenon derives from the mupsyche itself, from what
Jung calls the “collective unconscious.” Mythsni@oof which are the bases of religions,
ancient and modern), for Jung, and in agreemenCémpbell, are made up of universal
symbols called archetypes, which are encounteredngis individual unconscious self
(dreams, visions, psychotic episodes) but tendait@la common meaning from one subject
to the next. The recognition that myths, fablesd stories, which have a communal
resonance, are all comprised of such archetypése isiain impetus of Campbell’s studies:

For the symbols of mythology are not manufacturdtey cannot be ordered,
invented, or permanently suppressed. They aretapeous productions of the
psyche, and each bears within it, undamaged, time gewer of its sourceHero, 4)

This will mean that a story or event that followse tgeneral pattern laid out by the
archetypes of the collective unconscious, a pat@ampbell calls the “monomyth,Hero
3, Patai 59) will have a psychological resonandé wie hearers, elevating it to the level of
myth throughout a sociefy.

As such, Campbell points out that historically, hsythave served four functions
within a society: a) mystical/religious — in thateoregards the world around them as a

wonder in which she can be in awe, b) cosmologictd give one a sense of the order in

1 In using the word “myth,” we do not take its vecakar meaning: a story with questionable veracitye refer to myths
simply as those stories upon which religious systbase themselves, regardless of their veracity.

2 |t should be noted that there is a difference betwthose images encountered in dream and thosgfin The dream is
the individual expression of the monomyth, whichries the same archetypes, but is often also lduby the
psychological baggage of its subject. As suchamise can express either the integration or disiategr of the
individuation process, dependent on the stateaifghbject. Myths, on the other hand, expressitiiversal pattern, set
free from the particularities of individual uncoimes damage.
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the universe, and an explanation of physical eyentsociological — to support the moral
order of a society, and d) psychological — to lem& to the integration of one’s own
personality. Campbell points out that within awdag materialistic, scientific society such
as ours, the first three purposes of myth havetlest meaning for many people, leaving
us only with the fourth, psychological function hi§ does not trouble Campbell however,
as it isfrom andfor the psyche that these myths have aridéytl{ 3:8-11).

A brief example will be illustrative. The Greek thyof Apollo and Daphne (that
Campbell himself usesjero 60-1) shows the god in sexual pursuit of the relnichymph
Daphne, wherein she retreats to the river Peneudather, who transforms her into a tree
to preserve her from Apollo’s advances. Taken asdisdorical, cosmological, or
sociological event, this story lacks credulity. wver, a psychological interpretation does
speaktruth to us about human nature, human sexuality, andetuctance and fear thereof.
The myths, for Campbell, are then true, in thatyttee true aboutus and the
transcendental forces at work within us.

Ritual, for Campbell, is the enactment of a mytRituals have been set up by
societies to provide the opportunity for the subjecparticipate in the myth, and in doing
so, bring about the psychological integration ofreality that cannot be expressed
cognitively in a satisfactory waylyths5:9). One illustrative example is the four yeat ol
child whose pet hamster dies. His mother doeknoiwv how to explain to him the nature
of life and death, the possibility of hamster haguwae “Circle of life” from thelion King
in fact she doesn’t know if she believes thesdtreslherself. So she puts the hamster in a
shoebox, and in the presence of the child, buhiesheimster in the backyard. This simple
ritual allows the child to psychologically integeathat which is beyond his understanding —

it carries him through the experience, allowing honmake peace with it and himself.
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This can be said of all rites of passage: the stgjeseek rituals to help them integrate
realities in life that are beyond human understagdiorces and powers that existed before
and point beyond our limited individual lives: birtpuberty, sexuality and procreation,
frailty and guilt, vocation, communion through sfice, weakness and mortalify.

Myth and ritual, and thus, religion, are therefm@ispensable for the psychological
development of the individual, as far as Campleltancerned, and as a result, for the
healthy development of a society (Segal 133). Witlthese myths and rituals, Campbell
observes, we are unable to integrate these forithgiwis; we remain in a state of infantile
mother-attachment; we fail to take adult respotigjbior ourselves and our actions; we
never learn to live in harmony with our own uncaosgs selves, and consequently, the
world around usHero 11ff).

Questions Arising from Campbell’s Thesis

In the mid 1970’s, one of Campbell’'s best studamdeavored to make a movie,
using many of the archetypes and mythological ttleethat Campbell had spent his life
categorizing and illustrating. That movie was ratly successful, but triggered a
sociological phenomenon throughout North Ameriddne student’s name, of course, was
George Lucas, and his movigtar Warg1977).

At work here is society’s psychological need fortmyto help people orient
themselves within a universe that is beyond theideustanding. As the elements of
traditional religions find themselves outdated amelevant, perhaps due in part to their
insistence of the literal veracity of the doctriiafmulations of their myths, the masses
seek ounewstories which allow them to integrate their infances, and honor the divine
power within them. This could account for the eptas mentioned at the beginning of

this paper: devotions to sexuality and aggressioat given much attention by

3 A note: in the Catholic tradition, these sevenneples are manifest in its seven sacraments.
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contemporary Christianity, but intrinsically marsfen life. It can also explain, within the
Catholic tradition, the vast numbers of lapse Clathowho return to their faith, albeit
briefly, for their rites of passage: baptisms,tfeasmmunions, weddings, funerals.

But we must ask a question: c8tar Warssupport a religion, as some believe it
can? This points to the question of the importasfca historical/doctrinal foundation of a
religion. Campbell does not believe such a fouodais necessary, so long as the
psychological underpinnings are present. Doctrioahulation of a myth is a secondary
consideration to the myth itself. In fact, histadi interpretations and the insistence on
doctrines can be counterproductive; they can stmpyth of its power upon the individual,
and then find themselves irrelevant in the faceaoitrary historical data. To an extent, this
position is reflected in critical methods of Bildicinterpretation, intent on countering a
purely fundamentalist approach. But Campbell ey@es so far as to say, “The rites work;
the dogmas don’t.” Myths5:9) All that is important, as far as Campbelt@cerned, is
the myth itself. Whether it has any historicalaaty is not important.

To me, this is going too far. It seems to me thatcredibility of a myth and its
lesson requires that it hageme kindof historical actualization. As an example, Caeipb
would regard Christ as a proto-archetype of alspes in their quest for individuation;
Jesus is a symbol of one’s path to self-transceredeBut what credibility do Jesus’ life
and teachings have if, as an historical personagelid not himself achieve some kind of
transcendence of life and death to which his dissipore witness? Or how can we
believe that we can slay our own Goliaths had tineteonce been a David to slay his? |
believe a symbolic system needs some kind of dwidtrformulation, albeit without
becoming overly reliant on such a formulation; otYise observance of myth is reduced to

a kind of fideism, which Segal argues, Jung woueéntify with psychosis (133).
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Nonetheless, | think it is fair to agree with Caralbthat mythsall myths, even those with
historical origin, use a language that speakseaqgyche, as they are transmitted from one
person, and one generation, to the nkber¢ 29).

Still, it seems to me that Campbell has not abaedatoctrinal formation at all. In
fact, he has traded one doctrinal interpretatioomgth for another. For him myths are
primarily psychological realities: this is the Camefl doctrine. It seems to me that, rather
than abandoning all other interpretations, a maarted approach might be to regard
doctrines, and perhaps even the historical evaetaselves that might give rise to them, as
Campbell does myths: as symbols referring to riealthat are beyond expression.

Are myth and religion therrue in any way beyond psychological? Even for
Campbell, myths can indeed be interpreted metapalgi- in factall myths can — in that
they symbolically report truth about the universe as it is, about God, abdut the
individual’'s interrelationship therewith. In fadh line with the use of symbol described by
Tillich, it is only by use of these symbolic arcyyggs that one can access such realities,
given that they are themselves beyond cognitiveetstdnding; that is to say, they dwell in
the realm of the Kant'soumengSchrillback 90f). Does this imply God? Whethemot
this noumenas God, or just that which lies beyond our limitedman grasp, we are still
left with the question: why? Why do myths work,laselieve Campbell and others have
definitely shown they do? Is this an expressionnatural selection at work on a
sociological level, or perhaps are we, each orendpwed within our psyches themselves
with a kind oftranscendental existentiello use Rahner’s language: a kind of inner draw
towards an ultimate reality, wherein we derive mganing, and from which we achieve

ultimate illumination.
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