The New Humanities

Rﬁcentlyl came across a book called Achilles in Vietnam, pub-
ished in 1994, by Jonathan Shay, a sociolugist and psychia-
trist working with Vietnam combat veterans. Trying to make sense
of the traumatized states of his patients, Shay found his way to
anthropological studies on grief, rage, and warfare and from there
back to his undergraduate studies of The Iliad. In Achilles in Viet-
nam Shay reads The Iliad alongside his patients’ oral interviews on
their Vietnam experiences, using the two corpora to illuminate
each other. And they do. Through its resonances with the veter-
ans’ accounts of their experiences, The Iliad comes into view as a
vivid ethnography- of war; the ethics of war; the particular forms
of suffering, rage, and grief that accompany war; and the re-
sources on which people draw to face them. Read through and
against The Iliad, the veterans' reflections become insights on the
pathologies of war and those peculiar to the Vietnam conflict,
helping Shay answer his questions on why this particular war
produced so many veterans who simply could not recover psychic
equilibrium. Studied together, the veterans’ accounts and The Iliad
produced an analysis of what vets call the "berserk state,” reveal-
ing its links to unbearable grief. Many veterans have found this
part of the text particularly valuable. The participation of the gods
in the Homeric text led Shay to reflect on how Christian monothe-
ism shaped soldiers’ Vietnam experiences. Some of the most trau-
matized men had gone to war very young and inexperienced, with
strong Protestant upbringings anchored in a benevolent God who
was loving and good and saw people the same way. When this
deity lost plausibility on the front, young soldiers’ moral uni-
verses could simply fall apart. The capricious self-interested
Greek deities, Shay concluded, were played in the Vietnam drama
by officers who in Vietnam tended not to fight alongside the men,
who instead issued orders by radio from safer locations. Shay con-
cluded that the physical presence of leaders was a psychic neces-
sity in warfare and that the betrayal of that requirement was a
key cause of Vietnam's particular psychic destructiveness.

What makes this book a product of our time? Many things,
some s0 obvious they may be hard to see. War itself, for instance.
And the idea of placing an ancient epic alongside everyday dis-
course from a therapeutic seiting, of enabling texts from radically
separate textual orders to illuminate each other and then distilling
historical and human insight from their resonances, intersections,
and divergences—these are achievements of powerful methodolo-
gies that humanistic inquiry has developed and built on in the last
thirty years. There is one discovery of our time that Shay seems to
have missed: the centrality of gender as an analytic category.
Women are everywhere in the quotations from Homer, as signs of
victory and objects of possession and rape. Where were these ele-
ments, or their analogues, in the Vietnam drama? The opportu-
nity is passed up, but the glaringness of the omission, the regret
for the difference it would have made, is also a sign of our times.

The last thirty-five years or so have been an extraordinary time
to be a humanist, A series of revolutions in knowledge have al-
tered our objects of study, our corpora, our questions, our modes
of understanding and explanation, our analytic categories and pa-
rameters, the geographic scope of our work. Every area of the hu-
manities has been touched by these methodological changes and
by the information technology revolution that has been enabling
in so many ways. Humanistic inquiry has been an agent of impor-
tant social change. This spring's Supreme Court decisions on affir-
mative action and gay rights, for example, mark sea changes in
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which the work of humanists has played a central role. Area stud-/
ies are moving in humanistic directions, partly because mathe-
matical paradigms have temporarily taken over political science
and economics but also because methodologies from the humani-
ties have revitalized fields that had been trapped in an unreflec-
tive empiricism. Alongside traditional disciplinary formations, the
humanities have been the core of ethnic and gender studies,

whose curricular experimentations and serious interdisciplinarity
are mapping possible futures for us all.

Institutional structures have not caught up with the changes in
our modes of inquiry and objects of study. Many universities
solve the problem through a division of labor between disciplin-
ary departments and interdisciplinary programs. This arrange-
ment becomes less and less satisfactory over time because
departments tend to retain the powers of appointment and promo-
tion. A familiar contradiction results. Programs are created to
house kinds of inquiry not included in department-based disci-
plines, but scholars pursuing those kinds of inquiry must satisfy
the requisites of the department-based disciplines whose parame-
ters their work does not fit insofar as it is of interest to the pro-
gram. Where traditional departments do not exist, interesting
experimentation is going on. When a new branch of California
State University was established at Monterey Bay eight years ago,
for example, the founding faculty had a mandate to establish a
nonconventional atray of departments. A small core of humanists
joined to form an integrated humanities degree program with a
mission to prepare students to be ethical, creative, and critical
thinkers and doers in a culturally diverse society and an increas-
ingly interconnected world. Without prescribing set disciplines,
this core group was placed in charge of its own growth. Today the
department includes an expert in philosophy, communication, and
legal studies; a United States cultural historian; a journalism and
media studies specialist; an oral historian in Latina-Latino studies
with a background in Spanish medieval literature; a leader in the
creative writing and social action movement; a well-known Chi-
cana poet with experience in law and business; an expert in rheto-
ric, religious studies, and gender studies; and half a dozen others
with similar cross-disciplinary commitments. Majors choose one
of several concentrations. The unfolding experiment is a good ex-
ample of what is being discussed today as the “new humanities”

Defending against downsizing easily leads us to add bricks
and mortar to departmental and disciplinary walls at a-time
when intellectual and pedagogical momentum would take us
the other way.

Heroes of the Book

Last April, Alia Muhammad Baker, chief librarian of the state k-
brary of Basra, Iraq, single-handedly saved thirty thousand books
and hundreds of periodicals—seventy percent of the library’s col-
lection—days before the building was destroyed by fire. In the
weeks before the impending war, Baker filled her car with books
each night as she left her job and stored them in her home. When
the British entered the city on 6 April 2003, she enlisted the help
of Anis Muhammad, a restaurant owner next door. Muhammad
and his employees, neighbors, and family formed a brigade, pass-
ing bags of books from the library over a wall and stacking them
in the restaurant until they could be transferred to Baker's home.
After the burning of the library, Baker, who is fifty-nine, suffered

{continued on next page}



MLA NEWSLETTER »# Fall 2003 * Page 4
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a stroke. She will retire as soon as the library is rebuilt. Baker's
heroic story sent me back to a letter that reached me ten years
ago, from Basra. It was written on what looked like the cover of a
school notebook, carefully folded and taped without an envelope.
The writer was a scholar interested in linguistics. Could I pleasc,
she asked, send her my books and writings as she had no way of
acquiring any reading materials in her field. You probably have no
idea at all, she said, of how we are living here. I sent a packet and
never heard whether it arrived. The books saved at Basra were
unlikely to have included any recent acquisitions from abroad.
This is where my other book hero comes in. Paul Bundy has lived

an aged Volkswagen van, His life is devoted to redistributing
books, from the United States, where they abound, to places
where they are scarce. If you are leaving town or moving, 2
phone call brings Paul to your doorstep to pick up your giveaway |
books. Chemistry textbooks go to medical schools in Latin Amer-
ica or Rast Africa. Children's books go to day-care centers in
Soweto. History and literature go to Central America or China.
After some twenty years Paul has an elaborate, constantly mutat-
ing network. His house looks like Alia Muhammad Baker's all the
time. This is what he does, knowing that his committed life is no
substitute for viable publishing systems, decent book distribution
outside the rich countries, and an international order that would
permit both to exist.

for thirty years in a tiny house in Palo Alto, California, and drives

Mary Louise Prait

JOB ANNOUNCEMENT

Nominations Sought for Director of Foreign
Language Programs

Elizabeth Welles, director of foreign language programs and ADFL, plans to retire from the
position following a decade of dedicated service to the MLA and the profession. The Office of
Foreign Language Programs has undertaken many significant projects under Welles’s leader-
ship, and the ADFL continues to be a vital resource for department chairs.

These are important times for the study of foreign languages, literatures, and cultures. The
next director of foreign language programs will have the chance to work with MLA members
and with colleagues in other associations on a wide variety of projects related to the field. The
opening of this position represents a great opportunity to work in an intellectually stimulating
environment and to have an impact on the profession at large. .

The MLA is seeking applications and nominations, and I ask your assistance in identifying
candidates for the position. The description of the position follows. I will be grateful if you
would send your nominations either by e-mail to me at rfeal@mla.org or by regular mail to the
attention of Regina Vorbeck, the associate executive director. Your help in this matter will be

eqtl eclated
greaty appr Rosemary G. Feal
MLA Executive Director

DIRECTOR OF MLA FOREIGN LANGUAGE PROGRAMS
AND DIRECTOR OF THE ASSOCIATION OF DEPARTMENTS
OF FOREIGN LANGUAGES (ADFL)}

The association is seeking a Director of MLA Foreign Language Programs and of the As-
sociation of Departments of Foreign Languages (ADFL). The director initiates, develops,
and coordinates new and continuing foreign language studies programs; edits the ADFL
Bulletin; organizes two annual ADFL Summer Seminars; serves as staff liaison to the
ADFL Executive Committee and other MLA committees; represents the MLA at various
professional teetings; codirects the MLA's Job Information Service; initiates research
and surveys of the field and analyzes resulting data; works closely with other national
foreign language studies organizations and with college and university foreign language
departments; reports directly to the executive director of the association; and works with
other MLA directors on matters affecting the general administration of the association.
The ideal candidate will have a doctorate in an appropriate field; teaching experience
in a college or university; administrative experience chairing a department or chairing
significant departmental, institutional, or association committees; an interest in issues af-
fecting the study and teaching of foreign languages; the ability to develop grant proposals
and projects; and an imaginative approach to current professional problems and oppor-
funities. Although this is a regular staff position, the MLA welcomes applications from
candidates who can take a multiyear Jeave of absence from their teaching institutions.
This position includes some travel and a good deal of administrative work. Salary is
commensurate with experience. Please direct letters of application, vitae, and the names
of three references to Regina M. Vorbeck, Associate Executive Director, MLA, 26 Broad-
way, 3rd floor, New York, NY 10004-1789. The MLA is an equal opportunity employer. O

Online Job Applications

The Executive Council plans to consider
the advantages and disadvantages of on-
line job applications. We would appreci-
ate hearing about members’' experiences
with online applications or their views on
the subject. Please send responses to
mlpratt@mia.org. O

Conference on Disability
Studies

The MLA and Emory University are orga-
nizing the first national conference in the
humanities on disability studies. The con-
ference, to be held 5-7 March 2004 at the
Emory University Conference Center in
Atlanta, invites college teachers and ad-
ministrators to consider what we have
learned about disability and what disabil-
ity studies has taught us about learning.
Registration materials will be sent in mid-
November; online registration will also be
available. Space is limited, and registra-
tions will be accepted on a first-come,
first-served basis. O

Letters on Members'
Teaching Awards Sought

The president of the MLA, Mary Louise
Pratt, invites MLA members to write witl
information on teaching awards they haw
received during their careers. The letters
should identify each citation and indicate
where and when it was granted.

Please address the letters to the execu-
tive director at the MLA office. O
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CHAPTER 14

The Global Society Needs Myth

Its Solutions to Problems of Modern Life

“In modern society . . . every person finds his
Holy of Holies where he may: in Scientific
Truth, Evolution, the State, Democracy, Kultur,
or some metaphysical word like “the All” or
“the Spiritual.” Human life in our age is so
changed and diversified that people cannot
share a few, historic, ‘charged’ symbols that
have about the same wealth of meaning for
everybody. This loss of old universal symbols
endangers our safe unconscious orientation,
The new forms of our new order have not yet
acquired that rich, confused, historic accretion
of meanings that makes many familiar things
‘charged’ symbols to which we seem to respond
instinctively” (PNK 288).

THE REGRESSION TO PRIMITIVE MYTH

Just as one of the main concemns of Cassirer when discussing myth in
modern life was to analyze the resurgence of undesirable primitive
myths in modern life, Langer is aware of the problem: “After centuries of
science and progress . . . the pendulum swings the other way: the irra-
tional forces of our animal nature must hold their Witches’ Sabbath”
(PNK 292). The myths she mentions concern the blind worship of power
which remains as a feeling built into our language through idioms and
which, even more striking, may become elements of new myths manu-
factured by governments for propaganda (Mind 111, 76). They bring to
mind the violent social forces of Nazism, fascism, anti-semitism, and ter-
rorism in the world today. Concerning Nazism and antisemnitism, Cas-
sirer offers more ideas. Occasionally, Langer refers to the primitive
regressions in the behavior of Hitler who, like the ancient practice of
branding, burning, or cutting the human body with a social symbol, or
perhaps like the modemn commercial practice of burning a symbol into
cattle to show ownership, had the swastika tattooed on his bodyguards
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322 Cassirer and Langer on Myth

(Mind 111, 128). In the current process of increasing globalization of
economies Langer does say that some feelings of primitive tribal unity
may lead to international wars with results much more disastrous than
the sporadic limited fighting on the lower level of culture (“Why Philos-
ophy? 56). On a smaller scale, the same desire for the sense of human
community may regress to a desire for a primitive tribal feeling in the
form of nationalism (PNK 292). Though she did not mention it, it seems
also to apply to hooliganism at sports events.

According to Langer, modern society cannot but help inheriting
some myths from the past, yet the ones that are inherited can be im-
proved so as to play a positive role consistent with other cultural devel-
opments (Mind 1II, 4). A danger of ancient myths is that they are
pre-ethical and so may lead to disastrous results; they are in a sense ratio-
nally “blind.” Still, primitive myths left humanity with a lasting contribu-
tion in the collective memory, many of which function in the subjective
experience of people today (PS 20). Sometimes they become changed so
much that their primitive origins are obscured (Mind I1I, 22). Imagery,
symbolism, and myths can acquire meznings on new levels.

Myths can remain especially on the lower or least developed levels
of society, levels that tend to repeat the past more than lead the way to
new ideas (Mind I1I, 113). The sociologist Jacques Ellul explained how
traditional myths helped tribal societies maintain some continuity of per-
sonal life during the too rapid transition of modemization (The Techno-
logical Society). Eventually, though, the old myths disappear; they
cannot have their old power in the new society. '

The regression to primitive feeling can occur in times of trouble, ac-
cording to Cassirer’s interpretation of the Nazi nightmare and Langer
agrees. Going one step further, Langer claims this regression shows a
need for some type of myth (“De Profundis,” 453). Then people know
that they need something to believe in, they correctly choose myth, but
they choose an inappropriate form of it (primitive myth). Langer men-
tions the odd appeal of cult religions in modem society (PNK 292). The
social psychologist Rollo May, among others, also gives a similar expla-
nation (The Cry for Myth).

THE LACK OF MYTHS IN MODERN LIFE

Much more than the potentially dangerous regression to primitive myth,
Langer discusses the lack of myths appropriate for modern life. The edifice
of modern civilization seems to make it difficult to have the needed myths:
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The Global Society Needs Myth 323

In modem civilization there are two great threats to mental security:
the new mode of living, which has made the old nature-symbols alien
to our minds, and the new mode of working, which makes personal ac-
tivity meaningless, inacceptable to the hungry imagination. Most men
never see the goods they produce, but stand by a traveling belt and turn
a million identical passing screws or close a million identical passing
wrappers in a succession of hours, days, years. This sort of activity is
too poor, too empty, for even the most ingenious mind to invest it with
symbolic content, Work is no longer a sphere of ritual; and so the near-
est and surest source of mental satisfaction has dried up. At the same
time, the displacement of the permanent homestead by the modem
rented tenement—now here, now there—has cut another anchor-line
of the human mind. Most people have no home that is a symbol of their
childhood, not even a definite memory of one place to serve that pur-
pose, Many no longer know the language that was once their mother-
tongue. All old symbols are gone, and thousands of average lives offer
no new materials to a creative imagination. This, rather than physical
want, is the starvation that threatens the modern worker, the tyranny of
the machine. The withdrawal of all natural means for expressing the
unity of personal life is 2 major cause of the distraction, irreligion, and
unrest that mark the proletariat of all countries. Technical progress is
putting man’s freedom of mind in jeopardy (PNK 291-292).

In Joseph Campbell: An Introduction, by Robert Segal, the world is said
to be demythologized, and social probiems such as crime result (Revised
Edition 176). Langer states why the modern world becomes demytholo-
gized. Furthermore, she implies what needs any remythologization
should fill and these are to be discussed in the following pages.

THE IMBALANCE IN MODERN, GLOBAL SOCIETY

The Jack of appropriate myth in modern society can result because of a
fundamental imbalance unprecedented in previous cultures. In fact, a
new type of culture may be dawning. In Mind: An Essay on Human Feel-
ing human evolution leads up to the fifth qualitative shift called civiliza-
tion, which has lasted for at least 3,000 years, but Langer suggests that
this phase may be ending and a new one starting:

We may be at the very bottom of a new ladder of mental and moral as-
cent, in a human world stunned by civilization, and in 2 moment of
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pause in its otherworldly concerns, meeting the challenge of its own
technical and economic constitution of a world-wide civilized society

(Mind 1T, 154).

Here she indicates the change in human culture to be the advent of the
global society. At first the term global economy came into being until it
became apparent that the internationalization is developing into a body
of international law, regulation, and even common culture, including en-
tertainment, food, and clothes.

In Part VI of Mind, the new subject “Mathematics and the Reign of
Science” is discussed very little in proportion to the previous chapters,
mostly on myth, but the position of this material suggests that the new,
sixth qualitative shift in human culture, which we are probably now en-
tering, is one dominated by science, as the words “Reign of Science”
would indicate. In the passage just quoted in which the global society is
being constituted technically and economicaily, the force of change
would be science and technology.

In modern society Langer believes there is an imbalance due to
the extremely rapid development of science and technology (218-219).
Moreover, this development has gone unchecked because of the power of
science and the unlimited global field for its dominance. Previously, cul-
tural developments were usually limited by other cultures or by the im-
mediate relationship to the sources of survival, that is, the environment.
But now something unprecedented has occurred. Society has become so
large and is becoming global with the result that the relationship of many
people to the basic physical resources of survival is quite indirect while
the life style also is quite mediated through human creations—it is more
dominated by human products rather than things of nature. The result,
claims Langer, is a dissociation from our biological natures, from our na-
ture as a living organism, from our important sensory experiences
(218-219). In the long passage quoted above, the common worker is felt
to be deprived in many ways of the conditions of unity for personal expe-
rience. On a level more than the personal, Langer claims nations have not
developed human sympathy enough in response to the ancient instinct of
empathy with others of the same species, as the empathy in animal com-
munication through smells and movements (Mind III, 141). Similarly,
imbalance in the rate of development occurs in biological evolution
(Mind 111, 83).

“Great ages of myth-making are followed by eras of rationalistic
labor,” writes Langer about the situation of modern society as being in an
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era of rationalistic labor (The Practice of Philosophy 193). In this idea
the course of human culture is cyclic, from myth to reason and back to
myth, supposedly myth of an improved type. To say that myth may be-
come more rational may be a contradiction in terms, for its prerogative is
just the feeling stratum of experience.

There is a need to restore “the balance between the mind’s individu-
ation and the earthbound hold of its roots in animal nature, the enormous
potential of mental life and its tiny allowance of time for realization”
(Mind T, 148). Careers have come to be more important than the per-
sonal, biological relationships with parents, family, places, and even the
things in our environment, which may be all artificial, constantly chang-
ing or being changed for new ones, or are not the objects of much atten-
tion because time does not permit.

THE SOCIAL CAUSES OF THE LACK OF MYTH
(DEMYTHOLOGIZATION)

According to Langer and so many other writers, the causes of many
modern problems in life are grouped under the rubric “technology.” She
does, however, have some praise for some of its achievements (PNK 23).

Technology, propelled so fast by science, has advanced far ahead of
the development of myth, art, and humanistic thinking, as it did in
Langer’s account of the Aztec culture, which built a vast city-kingdom in
one-hundred years (Mind II1, 178-79). If the rate of development is not
the main problem, then the dominance of technical-practical thinking
over the humanistic can be. The Incas, Mayans, and Toltecs all advanced
their material developments without corresponding developments in the
level or religion, art, or philosophy (193). The Egyptians, too, are
thought to have lagged behind in the same activities. The same imbal-
ance can occur in biological evolution when a hereditary trait becomes
dominant and begins to make other traits rare, or an organ becomes
overdeveloped so as to put in jeopardy the organism’s adaptation to the
environment.

Globalization causes the loss of the mythology of nations—and al-
most instantly in some cases. The role of myths to provide a sense of
continuity with the past, community with one's people, customs of be-
havior, and common ideals for the future is undercut. The World Society
may be too general to provide a specific enough sense for people who are
still so different, so far from each other (“Symbols and Emblems™ 338).
One problem I might add is that in the past the modernization occurred
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through the action of one country, with its own mythology, but now the
globalization results from the influence of several countries at once on
the underdeveloped ones. The country to be modernized does not have a
single new mythology to substitute for its old one in a process which
would be personally and socially unsettling even if it did.

Myths, rituals, and basic life symbols have been eliminated during
the change to the modern life style. The conditions of work and the living
environment have been mentioned. Langer mentions several others:

The marriage pattern of lifelong partnership is breaking up, divorce
being quite generally countenanced. What becomes of our time-hon-
ored social unit, the family? If that disintegrates, what can be put in its
stead? Probably nothing; you can substitute one element for another
only where the same place is to be filled, but with a radical change in
the social structure of all mankind, the place for a fundamental social
unit is not likey to be the same (“Why Philosophy?” 56).

The passage suggests that myth helps to give humanity a matrix of the
meaning of particular things, what Langer here calls a “place.” Langer’s
generative ideas, which change other concepts in a new era, provide a
new mythological beginning, a matrix of meaning.

As another social cause for demythologization, modern life is be-
coming secularized: “the great trauma that Western civilization has of ne-
cessity inflicted” (FF 201). Langer means that it was necessary because of
the nature of Western civilization, not because it could not have been oth-
erwise or because it could not be otherwise now. She seems to be suggest-
ing that the process of Western civilization is to some extent one of
constant demythologization and remythologization in a new—possible
more “secular”—way due to the advance of science. Along with the end
of myths there is the end of the primary source of religious feeling. Myth
contains a religious drive toward more abstract spiritualization, while reli-
gion remains bound to its mythical material images: “All mythology re-
quires the notion of a ‘Beyond’” (The Practice of Philosophy 191).

Her idea of secularization, in the context of these ideas, is quite
broad, meaning not only the reduction in formal religious practice but
also the tendency to eliminate mystery from life, the elimination of the
very special—sacred—status of many actions in life so that they become
ordinary or little respect is held for them, or even the loss of the sense
that the struggle of daily life is for some higher purpose even if only in a

70 ik



S —

R W

The Global Society Needs Myth 327

general sense of a project guiding one’s life. The daily events in life be-
comes dissociated from one another insofar as they lose their relation-
ship to lifelong goals or ideals.

This interpretation of Langer’s idea of secularization is based on the
views of several sociologists, such as Philip Slater and Jacques Ellul.
They describe the ways in which science and technology help to elimi-
nate the sense of the mysterious in life, especially in nature, by explain-
ing some mysteries, which is good, but at the same time by giving us the
sense that there is nothing out of the ordinary or that we need not think of
any such thing because science and technology will explain it very soon.
Ritals have lost their significance; marriage is a contract, 2 piece of
paper, a mere convention and a temporary one at that. Worst of all is the
loss of life symbols and myths helping to give a sense of the overall
meaning of life. Religion used to—and for some people still does—pro-
vide them. For others, myths of financial success attempt to fill the
human need.

OTHER PROBLEMS CAUSED BY THE LACK OF MYTH

There have been problems on the level of nations becoming unstable or
beginning to engage in conflict with others and within their own borders
(218-219). In an article written in 1950 she thinks there were thirty-five
years of “political upheaval” (*The Deepening Mind” 119).

There is a problem of faith in the very general sense of what one is
living for, doubts of the “meaning of life” (PNK 289). “The blind faith in
science has ended in disillusion and no faith at all,” writes Langer (“The
Deepening Mind” 119). The cause for this loss of morale is the imbal-
anced importance of science and technology at the expense of myth, art,
and humanistic activities. As Langer’s view shows, people need myth but
were denied it by science and technology; then people tried to find a ful-
filling mythology through science and technology but it turned out to be
unfulfilling; and this failure may show that myth is different from science
and both have their own prerogatives.

There often is a lack of a sense of 2 general meaning to life. Few rit-
nals remind people of a greater importance giving daily life its meaning
(PNK 287). In modern terms ritual gives morale to the tribe while re-
minding its members of the importance of their actions by relating those
to the universe as a whole. Rituals contain symbols charged with emo-
tional meaning that give value to the activities they are related to. In
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modern life the life symbols are all but gone and any remaining have lost
their charge of emotion.

Psychologically, there is a diminution of personal identity with a
loss of passion for life, a casual attitude toward the most important mat-
ters, such as politics, and a sense of indifference toward human and cul-
tural values (PNK 290). Sometimes there seems to be no unity to
personal life, which myths would make (PNK 292).

In addition, working conditions, and living conditions cause a
“moral collapse” (“The Deepening Mind” 119). For instance, the rise of
drug abuse on such a scale is a new phenomenon.

SOCIAL PROBLEMS OF THE DECLINE IN MYTH AND ART

The minimalized influence of myth and religion causes a general secu-
larization of culture in Langer’s view. Without a basis in myth and reli-
gion, art has become a matter for the academics, the elite, museums, or
the rich collector rather than being something that people would see nat-
urally and constantly in churches or palaces or universities or public
places (FF 403). Then any positive healing effects on the culture would
be reduced.

The secularization in the culture, a result of the decline in myth and
religion, creates attitudes unfavorable to the improvement of the culture;
indifference, casualness, and a taste for whatever is popular or entertain-
ing. “The vulgarization of art is the surest symptom of ethnic decline,”
and another symptom of cultural languor is the current lack of growth in
the arts (PS 84). An interest in religion or an active myth-making or sym-
bol making would provide material for art to transform by its symbolic
processes (PS 84). Even though Langer’s views on the relation of myth
to art are not simple, formalized ones, it is clear that myth initiates new
ideas in a culture and that art can use them as its material (*De Pro-
fundis™ 453). When there is little myth or religion in art, when its mater-
ial is not rew but comes from the common sense environment of
conventional knowledge, it becornes literal and self-imitating, a stagna-
tion preventing art from remaking society (FF 403). The “art” that is pro-
duced tends to be “corrupt” in the semse of producing “a shallow
sentimentalism” as so much television does and so many films do.
Though Langer does not state her objection to popular art in these terms,
other thinkers such as Herbert Marcuse describe popular culture as being
reduced to one common level of understanding, to the level most people
are already on, so that it loses its character of presenting something
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people have not as yet experienced but would benefit from if they would
try to understand its meaning (One Dimensional Man). Traditionally as
one function of myth, it could provide people with something fascinating
to raise the level of their understanding.

SOLUTIONS BY THE POWER OF MYTH THAT REMAINS

Despite the minimalization of myth, sorne individuals still have been
able to know what they need and have been able to create the conditions
for themselves; they have some ritual, life symbols, humanistic activi-
ties, personal life, and a “mental anchorage” in a famnily, neighborhood,
or awareness of their bodies and nature (PNK 288-89).

These individuals, definitely in the minority according to Langer,
might serve as a model to others or the mythical elements in their lives
may begin to change others. An interest in modern metaphysical myth
must be inculcated:

even in modem society the average person has a deep need of asserting
the nature of his [her] world, in order that he [she] may constantly real-
ize and confirm his own being. The content of such assertions is, of
course, no longer individual in the framework of a great religion”
(Mind 111, 22).

Some of the themes of myth continued beyond the primitive level are the
origins of the world, the meaning of death, and the nature of a human
being (Mind 111, 25).

Myths themselves may suggest to people their need for them. They
restore “the balance between mind and the powers of nature” (Mind U1,
133). Since, according to Langer, modern culture may be imbalanced
due to the rapid growth of technology, it is only a question of time before
the growth slows down, society realizes the imbalance, and those myths
promoting the right kind of new balance are immediately recognized as
rapidly as the original imbalance occurred. Afterall, myth initiates new
ideas in a culture; then, the change would have to involve the myths
themselves (*“De Profundis™ 453).

It is a credit to Langer that she does not necessarily advise modem
society to wait for its problems to be solved by the self-correcting forces
present in social form generally. In “Symbols and Emblems for a United
World” in a journal called Common Cause Langer attempts 10 provide
the world with a symbol for the new global society: it is a design of 2
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circle with a spiral within it. Her reasons for attempting the project are
that the emotional attitude of being a member of a world community can-
not continue without a perceptible symbolism to fix the feeling, record it,
transmit it, keep it stable, and keep it fairly common for all to refer to and
become united by. She also mentions other means of creating a world .
symbolism and ritual (flags, ceremonies, etc.).

I might raise the doubt whether a consciously designed symbol
could ever have the force of a mythical symbol which arises from the col-
lective unconscious of the community and so it is public, and in a sense
already in force because its expression coincides with its transfer from
the collective unconscious to the collective conscicus symbolism. A sim-
ilarly doomed project seems to be the consciously designed universal
language Esperanto, which has not caught on yet because it did not arise
as languages do and then is not in some sense a living language or “alive
and efficacious” in the sense a real, nonartificial language is. In contrast,
the manufacturing of myths in the form of propaganda may have oc-
curred in Nazi Germany, as Cassirer writes about; however, even in this
case the myths had a long-standing tradition in Germany and the Nazi
leaders kindled the passions still extant below the surface of public dis-
courses and raised them again in a new way.

SOLUTIONS BY PHILOSOPHY AND MYTH

Philosophers can help to solve problems of modern life, Langer believes.
They can offer a “general interpretation of experience” (“End of an
Epoch™ 772). This sounds quite a lot like the metaphysical myths, which
are needed, except that Langer probably means the philosophers would
reflect on myths, not make them. Their general interpretation could bring
the imbalance of society, the demythologization, to light as a first step in
changing the situation.

She believes the philosopher need not be active directly, need not
engage in political actions. “A strong contemplative bent has kept me
from entering directly into practical affairs, political, economic or so-
cial” [The Saturday Evening Fost, May 13, 1961, and Current Biography
1963, page 235). This issue was an important one in Cassirer’s Myth of
the State, which concluded that the philosopher must help society under-
stand the dangers of its domination by bad myths and this is a kind of
first action toward making the situation better. Publishing a book is 2 po-
litical act proper to intellectuals, or governments in several countries
would not have attempted to censor publications.
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Perhaps basing her ideas on Cassirer’s, Langer does not discuss the
specific problem of dangerous political myths very much but chooses to
broaden the scope of the discussion to include an entire program of so-
cial reform, beginning with philosophy. First of all, intensive philosophi-
cal work is needed, especially work for a new science of society, one that
would treat those aspects of society seemingly underdeveloped in the
great wave of technological progress beginning with the Industrial Revo-
lution. Not only would philosophy discuss those areas of society but also
it would encourage research in the social sciences, in ethnology, psy-
chology, and others to make up for their comparative underdevelopment
in relation to the “hard” sciences like mathematics and physics (“Why
Philosophy?” 56). Philsophy in combination with the other disciplines
might be able to raise some public interest in new humanistic activities.
Educational reform would change the curriculom by deemphasizing
problem solving in the sciences in favor of understanding the more gen-
eral significance of the developments, including the reason for the devel-
opment of new ideas in the first place, the process of discovering them,
and their value outside their own fields. In addition, there should be at
least an equal emphasis on studies in the social sciences. Without this
basis in the broad framework of society, without the highest concepts of
philosophy having versions on various levels in society, Langer does not
believe the program to balance the culture could acquire the sufficient
support for an overali change.

Philosophy can also analyze the vast symbols in modern culture that
still lack discursive content: Race, Unity, Manifest Destiny, Humanity,
and others (PNK 293). While these have been provided by myth, their
further development within the culture requires other activities besides
myth. Among them religion or art conld rework the symbols to help their
meaning to grow in new ways, as philosophy could help the symbols to
become more rationally complete and intelligible. As mythical symbols
they can carry a great emotional force, one helping to unite some groups
of people; however, they Jack the rational articulation through clear lan-
guage and logical argument to make them ethical for large, multicultural
societies.

SOLUTIONS BY ART AND MYTH

Just as philosophy can reinterpret the symbols of myth and religion, so
too can art in its own way.
Most of all, argues Langer, “the function of art is to objectify feeling
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so that we can contemplate and understand it. It is the formulation of so-
called ‘inward experience’, the ‘inner life’, that is impossible to achieve
by discursive thought, because its forms are incommensurable with the
forms of language and all its derivatives (e.g. mathematics, symbolic
logic) (PS 90). It is not every author of a-famous book on symbolic logic
that would claim something cannot be formulated in its terms. Art does
something that the sciences cannot—not psychology nor sociology nor
any other.

Indeed art does something beyond the work of myth. They can work
together until art must perform its distinctive operations on the mythical
symbols. If myth is the first means of having new feelings, modes of per-
ception, and concepts, then art would de-existentialize the new content,
formalize it, and present those formal aspects of the feeling that have
aesthetic significance, relations formalized from the senses.

In this interpretation of Langer’s view, art does not make the new
feeling, it just gives it a new, perhaps more explicit, developed expres-
sion. I believe Langer also means that art creates new feelings, since she
clearly states on many occasions and in many ways that “art educates
feeling” (FF 401). This education is an “illuminating contact with Sym-
bols of feeling.” Part of this education is the role of artists to “preform “
experience in the imagination before any of the actual experiences occur,
which they do, sometimes generations later (FF 401). In 2 different way,
art creates feelings when it gets the themes from the inner attitude of the
artist and the collective unconscious before it has become symbolized
and is on its way to becoming explicit self-knowledge. It is then art that
adds these meanings to the themes of life under discussion. If art can
change the feelings of nonartists, then it can be a force of social change,
whether this is direct or not.

On these issues Langer’s ideas are similar to those of Joseph Camp-
bell. As in Segal’s discussion, Campbell believes artistic rendering of
technology will be the source of new myths (Revised Edition 177). It fol-
lows from Langer’s view that, ironic as it is, art coming from technologi-
cal myths could create new feelings against them. Her view entails a
self-corrective tendency in the cooperation of cultural activities: myth,
art, and technology, each performing different functions nevertheless re-
lated in the whole society.

If art cannot preserve physical life, as technology sometimes does, it
has the equally important task of keeping the quality humanly acceptable
(FF 402). It can preserve the spiritual life. Art in this role resembles other
humanistic activities in culture. Religion, an example given by Langer,
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helps people accept the end of life, gives meaning to it, and gives them
moral guidance, perhaps courage (FF 402).

In relation to myth, art seems to have the power of correcting society
more; myth, the power of renewing it. In the modem situation myth can
also correct society by restoring the balance of a person, the appropriated
balance between individual achievement, probably measured by techno-
logical criteria of success, and personal feeling, on the level of what she
calls “animal nature,” namely, basic desires, satisfactions, and relation-
ships.

It is noteworthy that Langer seldom writes of the issues of pleasure
or beauty usually discussed in aesthetics. True enough, these issues
would lead the present discussion away from its proper subject, myth.
The obvious emphasis shows art to be a kind of knowledge. Then its
principles could apply to myth more directly than if it were discussed in
another way.

CONCLUSION ABOUT LANGER’S IDEAS ON MYTH
IN MODERN LIFE AND THEIR RELATION
TO HER THEORY OF MYTH

Many of the ideas on modern life were written before the completion of
her theory of myth in Mind: An Essay on Human Feeling, though the end
of this work does add to those ideas. Most can be found in Philosophical
Sketches (1962), Philosophy in a New Key (1942), and a few other essays
cited previously. This dissemination of her ideas suggests that she never
intended to write a philosophy of modern life. Instead, from the begin-
ning of her reflections on myth, their importance 10 modern life became
clear. A theory of myth is incomplete without some reference to contem-
porary society.

All theorists assume certain values that their theories have for their
own societies and they condition the resulting theories. Obviously, Cas-
sirer and Langer are concerned with understanding how a worldview is
made, what the unity of culture is, and what role myth plays, then and

Now.
Langer’s philosophical desire to understand the contemporary
worldview conditioned her theory of myth in the following ways. She is
led to form ideas on myth that she might otherwise have not. For exam-
ple, does myth remain throughout human culture? She answers, it canin
a changed form and sometimes as a partial regression. This question and
answer are important if one aims to form a comprehensice theory, as
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Langer does. Secondly, how does myth then function in modern society?
She answers, myth can work in cooperation with other cultural activities,
it providing the new feelings along with their symbols and other cultural
activities reinterpreting them in valuable ways that myth cannot.

In conclusion, Langer’s ideas on myth in modern life complete her
theory by fulfilling the aim of a comprehensive theory of knowledge,
coming under the rubric “a theory of mind.” Furthermore, they may even
help to change the mind of which they speak and thereby improve society.
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MARIOS BYRON RATZIS

INTERPRETING, EVALUATING, AND TEACHING
LITERATURE BASED ON CLASSICAL MYTHOLOGY

I. THEORETICAL PREMISES

Classical Myths —as they have come down to us primarily through
literary, philosophical, or historical sources by Greek and Roman authors
of Antiquity— have offered ‘raw material’ for the creation of original
literary texts, in all genres, in most Modern languages ever since the
Middle Ages and, especially, the Renaissance.

Although most of the principles applying to such an examination
of literary texts based on Classical Myth(s) also apply while appro-
aching, say, a Viking Myth, or a Medieval Legend, or a primitive Fable
of religious or secular import!, the fact remains that Roman and Grecian
Myths had achieved such a high degree of cultural and psychological
sophistication plus universal appeal, that specialized scholars readily
demonstrate that non-classical mythologems are seminally contained
or presupposed in rudimentary forms in the ancient Greek and Roman
archetypes as they, in their turn, reflect the Jungian types and proto-
types established by anthropologists and psychologists?.

On the basis of the amount of Mythological material(s) used by
a post-classical or modern writer, we may distinguish the following
four categories of literature depending on Classical Myth:

1) Texts with ALLUSIONS to Myth(s).

2) Texts offering RE-INTERPRETATIONS or IMITATIONS of
Myth(s).

1. The difference between archaic myths and medieval legends or fables is
diseussed by a host of popular scholars in Myth or Legend? compiled by Glyn E.
Daniel. New York: Capricorn Books, 1968,

2. Bee, for instance William F. Lynch, Christ and Apollo: The Dimensions of the
Literary Imagination. New York: Mentor, 1963,
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