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  Myth and Life




  TWENTY-FIVE OR THIRTY YEARS AGO, I began reading ancient Indic stories of gods and goddesses, demons, sages, and ordinary people — stories from the Vedas (foundational Hindu religious texts) and the Purānas (collections of mythological tales). I was entranced, just as — a decade before that — I had been entranced by Vedāntic (ancient Hindu) metaphysics, doctrines regarding the nature of the soul and the universe. The variety and extent of publications in the area suggest that I am far from being alone in this fascination. Still, one might wonder what drew a Midwest-American student of English Modernism to fantastic tales composed thousands of miles and thousands of years away.




  In at least some cases of this sort, there is a heritage-based reason for the engagement. My forebears, however, did not come from India. It is true that my wife is Indian, which perhaps gives me some vicarious familial link to Indic traditions. However, I am at best skeptical of heritage-based literary affiliations (including of course the heritage-based affiliations of European-Americans). Rather, I agree with Walter Benn Michaels that there is no particular reason for a person to assume he or she has special affinity with one author or body of literature due simply to the fact (or presumed fact) that his or her ancestors came from a particular place.[1]




  More exactly, work in cognitive and social psychology suggests that we have a strong propensity to assume essential properties for groups. The imputing of essences is commonly a matter of species. We view lions as having one essence, goldfish as having another. In practical terms, that works well enough, leading to appropriate differences in our behavior regarding lions and goldfish. In the case of human groups, however, problems arise. We tend to assume unselfconsciously that social categories give the true nature of the group’s members, that people sharing a national, racial, ethnic, or other socially consequential category share some sort of ontological status. That is what is at issue in heritage. One’s "heritage" is defined by an identity category — national, religious, sexual, or whatever. For some reason, I have never had a strong sense of group belonging, and I have found it difficult to work up much enthusiasm for in-groups (or, in keeping with this, much antagonism toward out-groups). As a child of perhaps nine, I recall asking my father about rooting for sports teams. I reasoned that, if people want a team to win simply because it represents their home town, wasn’t it right to root for the team from the bigger city, since a win for that team would make more people happy. Evidently, something was amiss, and not merely in my obliviousness to the widely discussed problems with pure Utilitarianism. By all criteria of psychological normalcy, I should simply have wanted the home team to win, rather than having to reason through just which team to support. In any case, the point illustrates my trouble with identity categories, including those that supposedly govern literary heritage. (We will return to this trouble in relation to the content of the Indic stories.)




  Another way in which we might interpret engagement with myth and metaphysics is religious. If someone has mystical feelings of divine presence, then stories and doctrines relating to divinity might well engage and stimulate him or her. There is something of that in my case. I was brought up in a religious family and was in fact bothersomely devout as a child (witness my scrupulosity on the issue of sports fandom). One perhaps redeeming aspect of this spiritual orientation was my particular devotion to the Blessed Virgin. My dear, kindly (and playfully limerick-reciting) Uncle Erv — formally, Brother Paschal — was a Franciscan monk. He was associated with a shrine dedicated to Our Lady of Czestochowa, otherwise known as "The Black Madonna." When growing up, my primary image of Mary was not blonde-haired and blue-eyed, an idea that I continue to find alien and somehow implausible, even at an intuitive and emotional level. Her image was, instead, dark, with skin color and features that I would now think of as East African or South Indian (as well as two cuts into her right cheek, like scarification marks). It is no doubt the case that my reading about Hindu goddesses connected with my childhood devotion and my image of Mary. But today I am not religious at all. I do not believe in Hindu mythology any more than I believe in Christian mythology. Thus the emotional and imaginative impact of those stories cannot be a matter of religious devotion per se.




  Another approach to the question might take up social context. In recent years, perhaps the fundamental cliché about culture and history is manifest in the practice of saying, not "culture" and "history," but "cultural difference" and "historical determination." The common presumption appears to be that cultures and historical periods are radically divergent from one another, that indeed to refer to culture or history at all is to refer to deep discontinuity. In this context, one might be drawn to another culture or historical period due precisely to its difference, its exoticism. Of course, no one would deny that there are differences across societies and times. Nor would anyone deny that difference plays a role in anyone’s engagement with another culture — that is, a culture other than that in which one was raised. But the question is, just what the nature of that difference might be. In fact, far from profound or radical, cultural and historical differences appear to be more a matter of variations on common, human concerns. In this way, it seems more reasonable to refer to culturally particular patterns, rather than cultural difference — versions of shared motifs rather than bewildering and seductive Otherness.




  In general, when I read Hindu myth and metaphysics — as when I read Sūfī Muslim mystical poetry, Yoruba folklore, and work in other traditions — what engages me most profoundly are the ways in which the stories and ideas speak to my own experiences, feelings, quandaries and conflicts. At their best, works in these traditions fill in something that was missing, something for which I had an emotional or imaginative need, only vaguely perceived before, but more fully recognized in retrospect. It is as if I have been observing some figure — an icon of great importance, an image bearing crucially on some part of my self or my social relations. But I have been confined only to a single viewing point, a limited perspective, with the figure fixed and immovable. Reading literature and philosophy from other traditions is not, to continue the analogy, a matter of looking at different icons, at other selves and social relations. It is the same icon all along, the same human self and the same human relations. But through the various traditions, that icon is loosed from its fixed place, lifted from behind a glass, as if I could now turn it in my hand and examine it from different angles.




  I have felt this liberating effect most strongly with the Indic material. That is presumably due to the vast internal diversity of Hindu tradition. Though it is over-simple, one may roughly characterize different traditions as either exclusionary or incorporative. Monotheisms tend to be exclusionary.[2] They commonly make a sharp distinction between what may be accepted from other traditions and what may not, what is doctrinal and what is not. Hindu tradition, in contrast, tends to be strikingly incorporative. For example, many Hindus are perfectly willing to accept Jesus as an incarnation of Vishnu, along with Krishna, Rāma, and so on. Christians, however, are unlikely to see Krishna and Rāma as incarnations of God the Son — or, if they do, they are likely to be viewed as not really Christian. This diversity of Hinduism is well represented in the Vedas and, even more, the Purānas. Of course, there are complications here. Hindu diversity is currently threatened by self-proclaimed defenders of Hinduism who want to make it into a dogmatic monotheism, rejecting its characteristic variety and range. Moreover, there have been exclusionary sectarian squabbles within Hinduism from before the time anyone thought of the tradition as "Hinduism."[3] Conversely, there are incorporative strains within Christianity, Judaism, and Islam.




  Indeed, in keeping with this final point, one might argue that Marianism is, in effect, a somewhat muted form of goddess worship that has managed to maintain a place within Catholicism. This makes further sense of the link between my early childhood devotions and my engagement with Hindu goddess myths. The Purānas take up goddess devotion, to which I was clearly drawn, but provide a far less emotionally circumscribed and far more imaginatively elaborated set of narratives treating female divinity. Indeed, construed in this way, we have a clue as to why I might have felt a retrospective need for something like a goddess mythology and why the Purānas may have satisfied that need. Given my current beliefs, this need was not religious per se . But religion itself satisfies some emotional and imaginative wants that are more mundane and personal. In my case, those wants found their first, partial satisfaction in Marianism. But Mary is a simplified figure in comparison with the multiform goddess of Hindu stories — a figure who can be an all-understanding mother or a neglectful one, a gentle or withdrawing spouse, a sacrificial victim or a warrior.




  Thus, we begin to see why the myths might have appealed to me. They touched on some lack or absence that had been filled in childhood by devotion to the Blessed Virgin — not the religious commitment as such, but what underlay it. Moreover, they rendered the imagination of that devotion more complex and thus more adaptable to the complexities of my experience and my emotional responses to that experience.




  Yet this personal explanation leads to another question. Many people are drawn to Indic mythology; can this just be coincidental or are the reasons the same? In other words, to what extent are my responses generalizable? I suspect that the answer to the latter question is — partially, but not wholly. There would be no such thing as Marianism within the Catholic Church if devotion to the Blessed Virgin had attracted only me. Moreover, the point is not confined to Catholicism. There are developments within Islamic mysticism and within Judaism that suggest members of those confessions too have felt that there was something missing in patriarchal monotheism. Again, the point is not precisely a religious one. It is, rather, a matter of what underlies religion, what needs religion itself satisfies. This only leads us into a further quandary — what, then, are those underlying needs?




  It has been a commonplace for some time that religion serves to give pre-scientific explanations for natural phenomena. This is undoubtedly true, but it tells us only about a very limited part of religion. Saying that religion explains human tragedy goes further, helping to account for petitionary prayer ("Please, God, don’t let . . . "). But this too does not have great psychological depth. The most engaging and inspiring myths go well beyond explaining why the leopard has spots or even why there are labor pains or the need for work. What engages us in a myth is only occasionally the conclusion. This is illustrated by the fact that myths continue to enthrall many readers who do not in any way believe in the explanations they furnish. Instead, both literature and myth, it seems, respond to some impulse connected with re-imagining the world, often in ways that we might characterize as metaphorical, and with experiencing a range of feelings connected with that imagination — and with the real world conditions and events that the imaginations vary. Specifically, our emotional and practical lives — especially our bonding relations (the love of spouses, parents and children, or friends) — give rise to interests, hopes, and anxieties that baffle and frustrate us. The imaginative simulations of literature and myth respond in part to that sense of bafflement and frustration, working out some of its apparently anomalous complexities. In keeping with this, bonding and the uncertainties of bonding are at the center of this poem — parental and filial bonds, bonds of friendship, and romantic bonds, depending on the characters and their situation.
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