
THEORIES OF MYTH 



MYTHS 

• Stories, traditionally considered true and sacred, set in the 

remote past, in another world or an earlier stage of this 

world, whose main characters are gods or otherwise non-

human. 

LEGENDS 

• Stories, traditionally considered true, set in the recent past of 

this world, whose main characters are human; these can be 

either sacred or secular. 

FOLKTALES/FAIRY TALES 

• Stories, traditionally considered fictional and secular, set at 

any time and any place, whose main characters can be either 

human or non-human. 

 



“Myth”: Oxford English Dictionary 

1a 

• “A traditional story, typically involving 

supernatural beings or forces or creatures, which 

embodies and provides and explanation, aetiology, 

or justification for something such as the early 

history of a society, a religious belief or ritual, or a 

natural phenomenon.” 

1b 

• “A widespread but untrue or erroneous story or 

belief.” 

 



Euhemerus: 

Greek 

mythographer of 

the late 4th 

century BCE 





 

 Edward B. Tylor  
 

(1832-1917) 
 

 

 

Primitive Culture (1871): 

 

Myth as early but inferior 

science 
 

 

 



 

 Max Muller  
 

(1823-1900) 
 

 

 

Oxford’s first Professor of 

Comparative Theology (1868-

1875) 

 

Scholar of Sanskrit 

 

Solar Origins of  World 

Mythology 
 

 



Horus 

As 

Sun 

God 



RITUAL THEORIES 

 

MYTHS AND RITUALS FUNDAMENTALLY LINKED 

• Myths often seen as emerging as an expression of 

or justification for ritual practices 

 

• Myth usually associated with a primitive type of 

inferior science, though in this case the 

practitioners to not only want to understand the 

forces of the natural world, but to control them 

 

• Mythology/religion as resolutely practical in focus 

 



Sir James George Frazer (1854-1941): Golden Bough (1890+) 





Jane 

Harrison 

(1850-1928) 

with her 

Cambridge 

colleagues 





Bronislaw 

Malinowski 

(1884-1942) 



MALINOWSKI’S FUNCTIONALISM 

 

MYTHS AS SOCIAL CHARTERS 

• Assertions of the continuity and importance of 

fundamental moral and social rules 

 

Malinowski: “The myth comes into play when rite, 

ceremony, or a social or moral rule demands 

justification, warrant of antiquity, reality, and 

sanctity.” 

 



Malinowski amongst the Trobriand Islands (1918) 



Emile 

Durkheim 



 

 Sigmund Freud  
(1856-1939) 

 

Human minds have not only a 

conscious component but also an 

unconscious aspect, which manifests 

itself in dreams, fantasies and 

neuroses 

 

Individual component of the human 

psyche: 

 

1)  Id: Unconscious primal instincts 

 

2)  Superego:  Control from outside 

world 

 

3)  Ego:  Mediator between the 

superego and the id 

 

Pleasure Principle (Id) vs.  

Reality Principle (Superego) 

 

 



Narcissus And Echo 



Eros 

Battles 

Thanatos 





A blinded Oedipus, with his daughter Antigone at his side, leaves Thebes 



Electra at the 

Tomb of her 

father 

Agamemnon 



Carl Jung 

(1873-1961) 



KEY JUNGIAN TERMS 

Collective Unconscious 

• That part of the psyche which retains and transmits the common 

inheritance of mankind. 

Archetypes 

• The original primal patterns or forms of thought and experience. 

Anima And Animus 

• The female and male aspect present in the collective unconscious 

of the other gender. 

Shadow 

• The “dark side” of the ego – the symbol of shadow often guards the 

entrance to a cave or a pool of water, which is seen in turn by Jung 

as the collective unconscious. 

 



Otto Rank (Myth Of The Birth Of The Hero) 

stands behind his mentor Freud 



STRUCTURALISM 

 

MYTH AS A KIND OF LANGUAGE 

• With its system of oppositions 

 

• Through constructing myths, an attempt is made 

to mediate between these oppositions by 

smoothening them and bringing them into at least 

seeming reconciliation 

 



Vladimir Propp (1895-1970) 

 
Russian formalist – Morphology of the Folk Tale (1928) 



Claude Levi-Strauss (1908-2009) 



Levi-Strauss in Brazil (1936) 



Savage 

Mind 

(1962) 



LEVI-STRAUSS AND THE STRUCTURALIST 

INTERPRETATION OF MYTH 

 

• Plot seen as less important “diachronic dimension” of myth 

• Meaning of myth found in structure of “synchronic dimension” 

• Myths offer insights into the ways the human mind works 

• Humans think in “binary oppositions” 

• Raw vs the cooked; sun and moon; earth and sky; hot and cold; 

high and low; left and right; male and female; life and death 

 

 

Levi-Strauss: “The purpose of myth is to provide a logical 

model capable of overcoming a contradiction.” 

 



Life 

Death 

Agriculture 

Hunting 

Herbivores 

Raven; Coyote 

Beasts Of Prey 



Myth broken into smallest component parts: 

Mythemes 

 

 

 

Levi-Strauss: “Myth, like the rest of language, 

is made up of constituent units.” 




