Short and Snappy Introduction to Mythology as a Field:  Day 3 Notes

Joseph Campbell (monomyth, 1904 – 1987)

“A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man.” -- Campbell, "The Hero With a Thousand Faces,” page 30

The 17 Stages of the Monomyth

Departure

1.  The Call to Adventure – The hero starts off in a mundane situation of normality from which some information is received that acts as a call to head off into the unknown.

Examples: Theseus when he arrived in his father's city, Athens, and heard the horrible history of the Minotaur; Odysseus, driven about the Mediterranean by the winds of the angered god, Poseidon. 

2.  Refusal of the Call – Often when the call is given, the future hero refuses to heed it. This may be from a sense of duty or obligation, fear, insecurity, a sense of inadequacy, or any of a range of reasons that work to hold the person in his or her current circumstances.

Examples:  Lot's wife is turned into a pillar of salt for looking back with longing to her old life when she had been summoned forth from her city

3. Supernatural Aid – Once the hero has committed to the quest, consciously or unconsciously, his or her guide and magical helper appears, or becomes known. More often than not, this supernatural mentor will present the hero with one or more talismans or artifacts that will aid them later in their quest.

Examples: In Greek mythology, Ariadne gives Theseus a ball of string and a sword before he enters the labyrinth to confront the Minotaur.

4. The Crossing of the First Threshold – This is the point where the person actually crosses into the field of adventure, leaving the known limits of his or her world and venturing into an unknown and dangerous realm where the rules and limits are not known.

5. Belly of The Whale – The belly of the whale represents the final separation from the hero's known world and self. By entering this stage, the person shows willingness to undergo a metamorphosis.
Initiation

6.  The Road of Trials – The  road of trials is a series of tests, tasks, or ordeals that the person must undergo to begin the transformation. Often the person fails one or more of these tests, which often occur in threes.

7. The Meeting With the Goddess – This is the point when the person experiences a love that has the power and significance of the all-powerful, all encompassing, unconditional love that a fortunate infant may experience with his or her mother. This is a very important step in the process and is often represented by the person finding the other person that he or she loves most completely.

8. Woman as Temptress – This step is about those temptations that may lead the hero to abandon or stray from his or her quest, which does not necessarily have to be represented by a woman. Woman is a metaphor for the physical or material temptations of life, since the hero-knight was often tempted by lust from his spiritual journey.

9. Atonement with the Father – In this step the person must confront and be initiated by whatever holds the ultimate power in his or her life. In many myths and stories this is the father, or a father figure who has life and death power. This is the center point of the journey. All the previous steps have been moving in to this place, all that follow will move out from it. Although this step is most frequently symbolized by an encounter with a male entity, it does not have to be a male; just someone or thing with incredible power.

10. Apotheosis – When  someone dies a physical death, or dies to the self to live in spirit, he or she moves beyond the pairs of opposites to a state of divine knowledge, love, compassion and bliss. A more mundane way of looking at this step is that it is a period of rest, peace and fulfillment before the hero begins the return.

11. The Ultimate Boon - The ultimate boon is the achievement of the goal of the quest. It is what the person went on the journey to get. All the previous steps serve to prepare and purify the person for this step, since in many myths the boon is something transcendent like the elixir of life itself, or a plant that supplies immortality, or the holy grail.

Return

12.  Refusal of the Return – Having found bliss and enlightenment in the other world, the hero may not want to return to the ordinary world to bestow the boon onto his fellow man.

13. The Magic Flight – Sometimes the hero must escape with the boon, if it is something that the gods have been jealously guarding. It can be just as adventurous and dangerous returning from the journey as it was to go on it.

14.  Rescue from Without – Just as the hero may need guides and assistants to set out on the quest, oftentimes he or she must have powerful guides and rescuers to bring them back to everyday life, especially if the person has been wounded or weakened by the experience.

15. The Crossing of the Return Threshold – The trick in returning is to retain the wisdom gained on the quest, to integrate that wisdom into a human life, and then maybe figure out how to share the wisdom with the rest of the world. This is usually extremely difficult.

16. Master of Two Worlds – This  step is usually represented by a transcendental hero like Jesus or Buddha. For a human hero, it may mean achieving a balance between the material and spiritual. The person has become comfortable and competent in both the inner and outer worlds.

17. Freedom to Live

Mastery leads to freedom from the fear of death, which in turn is the freedom to live. This is sometimes referred to as living in the moment, neither anticipating the future nor regretting the past.
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Criticisms of Campbell

“[Campbell is] guilty of freeze-dried reductionism, logocentric oneness, arbitrary interpretation of facts chopped from context, evolutionary ritualism, and ethnocentric valorizing of Western power. His appeal is caused by his "comparativist rhetorical authority, in the genealogy traced from Frazer, that organised the myriad voices of comparative cultures into the one authorial chord". "Mythic occurrences... are detached from historical processes and become elementary semiotic entities, symbols to be read". "Campbell's 'synthetic' master-myth ignores cultural holism in the colossal authorial effort of fitting together a piecework universalism" – precisely part of the modernist "finding an answer to everything" project, but it deconstructs as "an ethnocentric valorization of Western power mechanisms."

Basically, Campbell is playing One True Story, and shoving a bunch of disparate stories into a Procrustean bed, a bed shaped by Christian narrative with some assists from the Greeks.  He rips stories out of their cultural context, and interprets them through a very Western, very Christian lens, and insists he's got the True Reading.  He claims that his "monomyth" is universal, despite the fact that it's both anthropomorphic and male centered, which many, many myths are not.  His scholarly approach is so problematic as to be worse then useless.

Campbell is popular because he tells Westerners raised in a Christian-dominant society that all myths are essentially the same, and moreover, they all look like Christian stories -- which is very reassuring.  Campbellites get to pat themselves on the back for their tolerance, but the tolerance is based upon a huge misapprehension of other cultures' myths -- and, since the Campbell narrative reasserts the primacy of the Christian narrative, it isn't real tolerance at all.”

- from http://www.ecauldron.net/forum/index.php?topic=3007.0

***

When asking the grand questions, the reductionist answers make nice, tidy theories that are easily digestable. But thinking there are simple answers to questions like that is a folly. The postmodernist would say that there is no answer, no truth with a capital "T." But there are more correct answers than others, and that's why I don't care for Campbell and the rest of the metanarrative bunch.

- from http://www.ecauldron.net/forum/index.php?topic=3007.0

1970s – feminist lens (Angela Carter, Susan Seller)

1980s – mens movement (Jungian)

If I love mythology, what can I do with it?

If I really wanted to major in it, is it possible?

