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Introductory Note by Charles W. Hendel

Das Mythische Denken, the second of three books comprising Die Philo-
sophie der Symbolischen Formen, was originally published in 1g25. A
reprinting in German has recently (1953) been issued by Die Wissenschaft-
liche Buchgemeinschaft, Darmstadt, and Bruno Cassirer, Oxford.

The translation of the first volume, Language, is prefaced with a factual
account of the publication of the series on Symbolic Forms, showing its
relation to other writings and its central importance in the whole corpus
of Cassirer’s philosophical works. Our Introduction in that book is also
intended to serve for all three volumes of the translation. It is an essay
in interpretation, an attempt, first of all, to see the creative advance of Cas-
sirer’s mind. The “rich sources of inspiration” which he acknowledged are
examined in relation to the attainment of his own distinctive conception
of symbolic form. His other writings, early and late, are drawn upon, too,
for the light they shed on “the making of Cassirer’s ‘image-world.’” Hav-
ing thus undertaken to interpret Cassirer’s consummate masterwork in
terms of his own thinking, we then ventured to indicate its significance
in a section entitled “Consequences for Philosophy.” The whole introduc-
tory essay, however, claims to be no more than “one symbolic rendering,”
and the reader is advised to consult the various interpretations in The
Philosophy of Ernst Cassirer (1949), the Library of Living Philosophers,
edited by Paul Arthur Schilpp. |

In the present Preface it is appropriate to recall the observation made in
the Preface to the first volume that the possibilities of Cassirer’s theory
“were not yet completely realised” (p. xi). For as An Essay on Man (1944)
reveals, Cassirer was still en route toward a goal which he called the
“phenomenoclogy of human culture” (p. 52). His philosophy was not a
finished system, even though his use of the term “phenomenology” and
the expressed appreciation in the present book of Hegel’s purpose in the
famous Phenomenology of the Spirit may mislead a reader into supposing
that Cassirer had pretensions similar to those of the full-fledged Hegelian
system. This was certainly not the case, and it is important to draw par-

ticular attention to the fact. In each of his three books Cassirer investigates
vii



viii INTRODUCTORY NOTE

the function and meaning of symbolic form in some special context, that
is, with reference to the phenomena of language, myth, and science. While
each work is thoroughgoing, systematic, and comprehensive in the treat-
ment of its subject matter, taken together they still do not constitute an
exhaustive and definitive rationale of the whole of culture. Hence Cassirer’s
own explanatory comment in T/eoria should be kept in mind: “The ‘Phi-
losophy of Symbolic Forms’ cannot and does not try to be a philosophical
system. . . . Allit attempted to furnish were the ‘Prolegomena’ to a future
philosophy of culture.”* The word “prolegomena” directs our thought
away from Hegel to Kant, the author of A4 Prolegomena to Every Future
Metaphysic.

But with that statement in Theoria Cassirer went on to use language
which has still- other historical associations. “Only from a continued col-
laboration between philosophy and the special disciplines of the ‘humani-
ties’ (Geisteswissenschaften) may one hope for a solution of the task.”?
This recalls the Descartes of the Discourse on Method announcing his
new method in a volume that included his scientific studies in dioptric,
meteorology, and geometry, presented simultaneously as first samples of
results achieved. Descartes held forth the prospect there of further appli-
cations of his method, to medicine for instance, and he invited the col-
laboration of the learned toward a fuller achievement of his ideal of the
unity of knowledge. In like manner Cassirer presented his own general
theory of symbolic form in conjunction with three particular scientific
studies which were also initial samples of new knowledge achieved in the
fields under investigation, and other thinkers were being invited to try
out the theory in different universes of discourse. He might have gone on
to do so himself, as was previously suggested in our Preface to the first
volume (p. xi).

We should consider more particularly now Cassirer’s concern with
mythical thought and how he came to write this book on it. There seems
to have been a certain element of chance as well as logic in his choosing of
myth to be the second subject of his investigation. For instance, he could
have embarked at that time on an elaboration of the symbolic forms in-
volved in art, since he was richly dowered with artistic appreciation and
especially a love of poetry and music. But the fact was that his appointment

1. Theoria (1938), p. 173, cited and translated by Carl H. Hamburg in The Philosophy of
Ernst Cassirer, p. 119.

2. Ibid.
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as professor at the new University of Hamburg in 1919 put an unexpected,
and possibly diverting, opportunity in his way. Dr. F. Saxl, in a memorial
address, has described an occasion in the year 1920 when he first showed
Cassirer the materials of the Warburg Institute:

He was a gracious visitor, who listened attentively as I explained to
him Warburg’s intentions in placing books on philosophy next to books
on astrology, magic, and folklore, and in linking the sections on art
with those on literature, religion, and philosophy. /The study of phi-
losophy was for Warburg inseparable from that of the so-called primi-
tive mind: neither could be isolated from the study of imagery in re-
ligion, literature, and art/ These ideas had found expression in the
unorthodox arrangement of the books on the shelves.

Cassirer understood at once. Yet, when he was ready to leave, he
said, in the kind and clear manner so typical of him: “This library is
dangerous. I shall either have to avoid it altogether or imprison myself
here for years. The philosophical problems involved are close to my
own, but the concrete historical material which Warburg has collected
is overwhelming.” ®

One can readily appreciate why Cassirer spoke as he did, for he was
then preoccupied with other projects, as is clear from the fact that during
the following year two books appeared, Zur Einsteinschen Relativititsthe-
orie and Idee und Gestalt, the latter consisting of essays on the poets
Goethe, Schiller, Holderlin, and Kleist. Moreover, the first volume on
symbolic forms, Language, was still in preparation. Yet Cassirer’s confes-
sion that he feared the dangerous temptation of the Warburg Library
reveals that he was primed within to be tempted, and in due course he did
yield—“when the time was ripe for him, Cassirer became our most as-
siduous reader.” * Out of those studies came this book on mythical thought,
which was a second demonstration of the fruitfulness of his theory of
symbolic form.

Here Cassirer became a pioneer—there was no “partially blazed trail” as
in language, he tells us in his own Preface. For linguistic theory had al-
ready undergone a long development, and in thinking his way through it
Cassirer had had a congenial guide in Wilhelm von Humboldt, who like
himself had been steeped in the philosophy of Kant. There was, however,

3. The Philosophy of Ernst Cassirer, pp. 47-8.
4. 1bid., p. 49.
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one philosopher of the Kantian tradition of special help to him, namely
" Schelling, who had recognized myth as an essential modality of human
thought. Schelling imparted to his reader an appreciative attitude toward
mythical thinking. But all the rest had to be done by Cassirer himself, the
defining of the categories, so to speak, the delineating of the forms involved
in mythical construction. Yet when he ended his work he simply expressed
the modest hope that he had really “started on a road leading to insight.”

While Cassirer was still engaged in writing this book he also gave ex-
pression to his abundance of ideas in collateral studies, Die Begriffsform im
Mythischen Denken (1922) and Der Begriff der Symbolischen Form im
Aufbau der Geisteswissenschaften (1923), both published by the Warburg
Institute. Here he was venturing to advance beyond myth to the “humani-
ties.” In the following year, moreover, he contributed an essay to the
Festschrift far Paul Natorp entitled “Zur Philosophie der Mythologie,”
which then became part of his general introduction to Das Mythische
Denken in 1925. And in the same year Sprache und Mythos appeared.®
Clearly Cassirer had done well with the resources of the Warburg Library:
the phenomenology of myth had now become an integral and indispensa-
ble part of his whole philosophy.

The subject remained, indeed, ever vital to Cassirer. Nineteen years
after the publication of Das Mythische Denken, when Cassirer was living
in the United States, he composed in English his Essay on Man, in which
the discussion of myth and religion (ch. 7) was actually made to precede
that of language (ch. 8), thus reversing the sequence in the Philosophy of
Symbolic Forms. In the Essay, too, one sees the other forms of culture |
ranged in order—after the chapter on language come those on art, history, -
and science. Close upon the Essay came the Myth of the State, issued post- |
humotsly in 1946, a fragment of which had been published in Fortune, ,
Vol. 29 (June, 1944). Part I of that book contains a series of chapters, “The
Structure of Mythical Thought,” “Myth and Language,” “Myth and the
Psychology of Emotions,” “The Function of Myth in Man’s Social Life"—
all of which may profitably be read after the present volume, for they rep-
resent in summary Cassirer’s latest reflections. It would not be amiss if the
reader should proceed to the concluding portion of the Myz% to see what
Cassirer has to say about “The Myth of the Twentieth Century.”

Finally, attention may be drawn to the essays of the above-mentioned
volume, The Philosophy of Ernst Cassirer. The contributors were scholars

5. Translated by Susanne K. Langer, Language and Myth (1946).
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who had already found Cassirer’s philosophy very rewarding. Their essays
illuminate by their criticism—their differences as well as agreement—both
Cassirer’s treatment of myth as a form of culture and histheory of symbolic
form in general. The following essays are especially pertinent:

Robert S. Hartman, “Philosophy of Symbolic Forms.”

Folke Leander, “Further Problems of Symbolic Forrms.”

M. F. Ashley Montague, “Cassirer on Mythological Thinking.”

Susanne K. Langer, “On Cassirer’s Theory of Language and Myth.”

Wilbur M. Urban, “Cassirer’s Philosophy of Language.”

James Gutmann, “Cassirer’s Humanism.”

David Bidney, “On the Philosophical Anthropology of Ernst Cas-
sirer . . .7 (secs. 8-15).

Helmut Kuhn, “Cassirer’s Philosophy of Culture.”

Fritz Kaufmann, “Cassirer’s Neo-Kantianism and Phenomenology,
VI” (containing a brief résumé, pp. 833~4, of Martin Heidegger’s
review of Das Mythische Denken in Deutsche Lizeraturzeitung,
1928, pp. 1000-12).

Craries W. HexpeL
September 23, 1954






Preface

A CRITIQUE OF THE MYTHICAL CONSCIOUSNESS, as attempted in this second
volume of the Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, cannot but seem hazardous
and even paradoxical in the present state of critical, scientific philosophy,
for since Kant the term critigue has presupposed the reality of a fact toward
which the philosophical question is directed. Philosophy does not create
this fact with its intrinsic significance but, having found it to be present,
investigates it for the “conditions of its possibility.” But is the world of myth
a fact of this kind, in any way comparable to the worlds of theoretical cog-
nition, art, or ethical consciousness? Or does this world not belong from
the very outset to the sphere of illusion—from which philosophy as a doc-
trine of essences ought to remain aloof, in which it should not lose itself but
from which, on the contrary, it should ever more clearly free itself? Indeed,
the history of philosophy as a scientific discipline may be regarded as a
single continuous struggle to effect a separation and liberation from myth.
The forms of this struggle vary according to the stage of theoretical self-
consciousness, but the general trend stands out plainly.

However, it was above all in philosophical idealism that a sharp distinc-
tion between philosophy and myth was first fully achieved. Once philosoph-
ical idealism arrived at its own concept, once it saw the idea of “being” as its
original and fundamental problem, the world of myth was relegated to the
realm of nonbeing. And ever since ancient times Parmenides’ dictum for-
bidding pure thought to concern itself with nonbeing, d\\d o 1708’ d¢’
6808 8ulifoios €lpye vémua, has stood as a warning at the gates of this
realm. While philosophy has long seemed to view such a warning as ob-
solete insofar as perception is concerned, it is still resolutely on its guard
against this danger in the case of the world of myth. Ever since pure
thought conquered its own province and its own autonomous laws, the
world of myth seems to have been transcended and forgotten. It is true that
a change seemed to set in after the Romantics rediscovered this vanished
world at the beginning of the last century and Schelling attempted to give
it a definite status within the system of philosophy. But the newly

awakened interest in myth and the basic problems of comparative mythol--
xiii
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ogy was of greater benefit to material research than to a philosophical
analysis of the form of myth. Thanks to the work done in this field by
systematic religious science, ethnology, and the history of religions, we
have abundant material at our disposal. But today the systematic problem
of the unity of this manifold and heterogeneous material is seldom raised,
and where a solution is attempted, it is only by the methods of develop-
menta] psychology and general ethnic psychology. Myth is held to be “ex-
plained” if its origin in certain basic predispositions of “human nature” can
be made plausible and if light can be thrown on the psychological rules
in accordance with which it develops out of this original germ. If logic,
ethics, and aesthetics have been able to assert their own systematic inde-
pendence against all attempts to explain and derive them in this way, it is
because they could evoke an independent principle of objective validity
which resisted reduction to psychology. Myth, on the other hand, seems to
lack any such support and therefore to be forever at the mercy of psychology
and psychologism. Insight into the conditions of its origin has seemed to
be synonymous with the negation of its independent reality. To under-
stand it was seemingly to demonstrate simply its objective nullity, to see
through the universal but wholly “subjective” illusion to which it owes its
existence.

And yet in this “illusionism” that keeps cropping up—both in the theory
of mythical representations and in attempts to establish a theory of aesthet-
ics and art—there lurks a grave problem and a grave danger, as soon as we
consider the matter from the point of view of a system of cultural forms.
For if these forms as a whole really do constitute a systematic unity, the fate
of any one of them is closely bound up with that of all the others. Every ne-
gation applying to the one must therefore, directly or indirectly, extend to
the others—any destruction of a single member of the system endangers
the whole if this whole is regarded not as a mere aggregate but as an or-
ganic, spiritual unity. And that myth has so crucial a significance in and
for this whole becomes evident the moment we consider the genesis of the
basic forms of cultural life from the mythical consciousness. None of these
forms started out with an independent existence and clearly defined out-
lines of its own; in its beginnings, rather, every one of them was shrouded
and disguised in some form of myth. There is scarcely any realm of “ob-
jective spirit” which cannot be shown to have entered at one time into
this fusion, this concrete unity, with myth. The productions of art and
knowledge—the contents of ethics, law, language, and technology—all
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point to the same basic relationship. The question of the origin of lan-
guage is indissolubly interwoven with that of the origin of myth: the one
can be raised only in relation to the other. Similarly, the problem of the
beginnings of art, writing, law, or science leads back to a stage in which
they all resided inthe immediate and undifferentiated unity of the mythical
consciousness? Only very gradually do the basic theoretical concepts of
knowledge (space, time, and number) or of law and social life (the con-
cept of property, for example) or the various notions of economics, art,
and technology free themselves from this involvement. And this genetic
relationship is not understood in its true significance and depth so long as
it is regarded as merely genetic. As everywhere in the life of the human
spirit “becoming” points back to a “being” without which it cannot be
understood, without which it cannot be recognized in its peculiar “truth.”
And in its modern scientific form, psychology itself discloses this relation-
ship, for here it has become increasingly evident that genetic problems can
never be solved solely by themselves but only in thoroughgoing correlation
with structural problems. The emergence of the specific cultural forms from
the universality and indifference of the mythical consciousness can never be
truly understood if this primal source itself remains an unsolved riddle—
if instead of being recognized as an independent mode of spiritual forma-
tion it is taken as a formless chaos.

Seen in this way the problem of myth bursts the bonds of psychology
and psychologism and takes its place in that universal domain of problems
which Hegel designated as “phenomenology of the spirit.” That myth
stands in an inner and necessary relation to the universal task of this phe-
nomenology follows indirectly from Hegel’s own formulation and defini-
tion of the concept. *The spirit which . . . knows itself as developed
spirit,he writes in the preface to the Phinomenologie des Geistes,

is science. It is its reality and the realm that it builds itself in its own
element. . . . The beginning of philosophy presupposes or postulates
that consciousness shall realize itself in this element. But this element
itself gains its completion and intelligibility only through the movement
of its unfolding. It is pure spirituality as the universal that has the mode
of simple immediacy. . . . Science for its part demands that self-
consciousness raise itself into this ether, in order that it may live with
and for science. Conversely, the individual has the right to demand that
science provide him with a ladder at least to this level, that it show him
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this level in himself. . . . When the general point of view of conscious-
ness—that of knowing objective things as standing opposed to itself
and itself likewise in opposition to them—is taken as applicable to
science, then the element of science is a thing of the remote distance
where consciousness is no longer in possession of itself. Each of these
two parts seems to the other a perversion of the truth . . . whatever
science may be in its own nature, it seems quite absurd in its relation
to immediate self-consciousness;/self-consciousness has the principle of
its reality in the immediate certainty of itself, but the certainty of sci-
ence lies outside itself and consequently seems to wear the aspect of
unreality. For that reason science must unite such an element of the
unreal with itself, or rather show that there is such an element and
how it pertains to science/For in default of such reality science is a mere
content as such, a purpose which for the present is only an inner some-
thing, not spirit but only spiritual substance. This thing in itself must
manifest itself and become “for itself,” which means simply that self-
consciousness must equate it with itself. . . ./Knowledge as it is at
first or spirit in its immediacy is the spiritless, the sensory consciousness.
To become true knowledge, or to produce the element of science that
is its pure concept, it must struggle a long way/

These sentences in which Hegel characterizes the relation of science to
the sensory consciousness apply fully and precisely to the relation of knowl-
edge to the mythical consciousness. For the actual point of departure for
all science, the immediacy from which it starts, lies not so much in the
sensory sphere as in the sphere of mythical intuition. What is commonly .
called the sensory consciousness, the content of the “world of perception”—
which is further subdivided into distinct spheres of perception, into the
sensory elements of color, tone, etc.—this is itself a product of abstraction, a
theoretical elaboration of the “given.” Before self-consciousness rises to
this abstraction, it lives inthe world of the mythical consciousness, a world
not of “things” and their “attributes” but of mythical potencies and powers,
of demons and gods! If then, in accordance with Hegel’s demand, science
is to provide the natural consciousness with a ladder leading to itself, it
must first set this ladder a step lower. Our insight into the development of
science—taken in the ideal, not temporal sense—is complete only if it shows
how science arose in and worked itself out of the sphere of mythical imme-
diacy and explains the direction and law of this movement.
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And this is no mere requirement of philosophical systems but a need of
knowledge and cognition. For knowledge does not master myth by banish-
ing it from its confines. Rather, knowledge can truly conquer only what
it has previously understood in its own specific meaning and essence.
Until this task has been completed, the battle which theoretical knowl-
edge thinks it has won for good will keep breaking out afresh. The foe
which knowledge has seemingly defeated forever crops up again in its own
midst. The positivistic theory of knowledge provides a striking example
of this. Here the true goal of thought consists in separating the pure, given
fact from any subjective admixture of the mythical or metaphysical spirit.
Science arrives at its own form only by rejecting all mythical and metaphy-
sical ingredients. And yet, precisely those factors and motifs which Comte
thought he had surpassed at the very start remain alive and active in his
doctrine. Comte’s system, which began by banishing all mythology to the
prescientific period or the earliest beginnings of science, itself culminates
in a mythical-religious superstructure. And thus it develops that there is no
hiatus, no sharp zemporal dividing line, as asserted in Comte’s “law of the
three phases,” between the theoretical and the mythical consciousness. Sci-
ence long preserves a primordial mythical heritage, to which it merely
gives another form. For the natural sciences it suffices here to recall the
centuries-long and still inconclusive struggle to free the concept of force
from all mythical components, to transform it into a pure concept of func-
tion. And here we are speaking not merely of the continuous struggle at-
tending our efforts to define the content of certain basic concepts but of a
conflict that reaches deep down into the very form of theoretical knowledge.

~That no sharp boundary has been drawn between myth and logos is best
shown by the recent reappearance of myth in the realm of pure methodol-
ogy. Today it is openly asserted that no clear logical division can be made
between myth and history and that all historical understanding is and
must be permeated with mythical elements. If this thesis were sound, his-
tory itself and the entire system of the cultural sciences grounded in it
would be withdrawn from the sphere of science and relegated to that of
myth. Such infringements of myth on the province of science can only be
prevented if we can know myth in its own realm, can know its essence and
what it can accomplish spiritually. We can truly overcome it only by recog-
nizing it for what it is: only by an analysis of its spiritual structure can its
proper meaning and limits be determined.

The clearer this general task became to me in the course of my investi-
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gation, the more plainly I perceived the difficulties in the way of carrying
it out. Here even less than in connection with the problems of linguistic
philosophy treated in the first volume could one speak of any sure path
ahead or even of a partially blazed trail. While in the case of language a
systematic inquiry could—from the standpoint of method if not of content
—start from Wilhelm von Humboldt’s fundamental inquiries, there was
no such methodological guide in the field of mythical thinking. The ple-
thora of material which the research of the last decades has brought to light
offered no compensation; on the contrary, it made the lack of systematic
insight into the “inner form” of mythology all the more evident. It is
hoped that the present study has started on a road leading to such an in-
sight—but I am far from supposing that it has reached the end of it. It by
no means claims to be conclusive and is at most a beginning. Only if the
formulation of the problem here attempted is taken up and carried further,
not only by systematic philosophy but also by the various scientific disci-
plines—in particular ethnology and the history of religions—is it to be
hoped that the aim which this inquiry originally set itself will progres-
sively be achieved.

The first drafts and other preliminary work for this volume were already
far advanced when through my call to Hamburg I came into close contact
with the Warburg Library. Here I found abundant and almost incompara-
ble material in the field of mythology and general history of religion, and
in its arrangement and selection, in the special stamp which Warburg
gave it, it revolved around a unitary, central problem closely related to
the basic problem of my own work. This circumstance gave me fresh en-
couragement to continue along the road on which I had started, for it
suggested that the systematic task undertaken by my book is intimately
related to tendencies and demands which are the outgrowth of concrete
work in the cultural sciences themselves and of an endeavor to deepen and
reinforce their historical foundations.

In my use of the Warburg Library Fritz Saxl provided me with helpful
and expert guidance. I am convinced that without his active aid and the
lively personal interest which he showed in my work from the very start
many difficulties in obtaining and penetrating the material could scarcely
have been overcome. I should not wish this book to appear without this
expression of my heartfelt gratitude.

ErNsT CASSIRER
Hamburg, December, 1924



Introduction: The Problem of @ Philosophy
of Mythology

PurLosoprIcAL inquiry into the contents of mythological consciousness and
attempts at a theoretical interpretation of these contents go back to the very
beginnings of scientific philosophy. Philosophy turned its attention to myth
and its configurations earlier than to the other spheres of culture. This is
understandable from both a historical and a systematic point of view, for
it was only by coming to grips with mythical thinking that philosophy
could arrive at the first clear formulation of its own concept and its own
task. Wherever philosophy sought to establish a theoretical view of the
world, it was ©onfronted not so much by immediate phenomenal reality
as by the mythical transformation of this reality. It did not find “nature”
in the form which it acquired (not without the decisive contribution of
philosophical reflection) in a later period characterized by a highly de-
veloped consciousness of experience; on the contrary,’the whole material
world appeared shrouded in mythical thinking and mythical fantasy. It
was these which gave its objects their form, color, and specific character.
/Long before the world appeared to consciousness as a totality of empirical
things and a complex of empirical attributes it was manifested as an
aggregate of mythical powers and effects’ And when the specific philosophi-
cal trend emerged, it could not immediately detach its concept of the world
from this view, which was its source and native spiritual soil. For a long
time afterward philosophical thought preserved a middle position, as
though undecided between a mythical and a truly philosophical approach
to the problem of origins. This twofold relation is clearly and pregnantly
expressed in the concept which early Greek philosophy created for this
problem, the concept of the dpx2). It designates the zone between myth and
philosophy—but a boundary which as such partakes of both the spheres it

divides, representing the point of indifference between the mythical con-
I
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cept of the beginning and the philosophical concept of the “principle.” As
philosophy advanced in methodolog1ca1 self-awareness and beginning with
the Eleatic school pressed toward a “critique,” a xpioes within the concept
of being itself, the new world of the logos which now arose and asserted its
autonomy was increasingly differentiated from the world of mythical
forces and mythical gods. But though/the two worlds could no longer co-
exist, an attempt was made to justify the one as at least a preparatory stage
of the othert Here lies the germ of that allegorical interpretation of myths
which is present in all ancient science. If myth was to retain any essential
significance at all, if, in the face of the new philosophical concept of being
and the world, it was to embody even a mediate truth, it would apparently
have to be recognized as foreshadowing and preparing the way for this
very concept of the world. The images of mythology, it was held, must con-
ceal a rational cognitive content which it is the task of reflection to dis-
cover. Especially after the fifth century, the century of the Greek “enlight-
enment,” this method of interpreting myths was persistently practiced. It
was in this interpretation of myths that the Sophists particularly liked to
practice and test the force of their newly founded “doctrine of wisdom.”
They “explained” myths by transposing them into the conceptual language
of popular philosophy, by interpreting them as a cloak for a speculative,
scientific, or ethical truth.

It is no accident that the very Greek thinker in whom the characteristic
figurative power of mythology was still alive was foremost in opposing this
view, which leads to a total leveling of the mythical world. Plato main-
tained an attitude of ironical superiority toward the interpretation of myths
attempted by the Sophists; he regarded them as a mere exercise of the wit,
a gross and labored wisdom (&ypowos codia, Phaedrus 229D). Goethe
once praised the simplicity of Plato’s view of nature, compared with the
boundless multiplicity, fragmentation, and complexity of modern theories;
and in Plato’s view of myth we find the same characteristic trait. For in
his contemplation of the mythical world Plato never dwells on the endless
details;/this world seems to him a self-contained whole which he juxtaposes
to the whole of pure knowledge in order to measure one by the other! His’
philosophical manner of “rescuing” myth, which at the same time meant
its philosophical annulment, was to view it as a form and stage of knowl-
edge itself—a for;nm;ecessarily pertaining to a specific realm of objects, of
which it is the adequate expression. Thus for Plato, too, myth harbors a
ffrtain conceptual content: it is the conceptual language in which alone
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the world of becoming can be expressed. What never is but always be-
comes, what does not, like the structures of logical and mathematical
knowledge, remain identically determinate but from moment to moment
manifests itself as something different, can be given only a mythical repre-
. sentation! Thus, sharply as the mere probability of myth is distinguished
* from the ruth of strict science, this very distinction creates a close methodo-
logical tie between the world of myth and that world which we call the
empirical reality of phenomena, the reality of nature. Here the meaning of
myth is quite beyond anything merely material; it is conceived as‘a specific
function—necessary in its place—of man’s way of knowing the world.Thus
understood, it could become a truly creative and formative force in the
development of Plato’s philosophy. This profound view, to be sure, was
not always sustained in the subsequent course of Greek thought. The
Stoics and Neoplatonists went back to the old speculative-allegorical in-
terpretation of myths, and through them this method was handed down
to the Middle Ages and Renaissance. The very thinker who first communi-
cated the philosophy of Plato to the Renaissance may be regarded as a
typical example of this trend: Georgios Gemistos Phethon’s exposition
of the theory of ideas is so intermingled with his own mythical-alle-
gorical theory of the gods that the two are fused into an inseparable
whole.

As opposed to this objectivizing hypostasis of mythical figures in Neo-
platonic speculation, modern philosophy has in this point turned more and
more to man’s subjectivity. ’Myth became a problem of philosophy insofar as
it expresses an original direction of the human spirit, an independent con-
figuration of man’s consciousness! Anyone aiming at a comprehensive sys-
tem of human culture has, of necessity, turned back to myth. In this sense,
'Giambattista #ico, founder of the modern philosophy of language/ also
founded a completely new philosophy of mythology. For Vico the true
unity of human culture is represented ‘in the triad of language, art, and
myth.YBut this idea of Vico achieved full systematic definition and clarity
only with the foundation of cultural science by the philosophy of roman-
ticism. Here, as in other spheres, romantic poetry and philosophy opened
up roads to each other; it was perhaps/in response to an idea of Hélderlin
that Schelling, in the first sketch of his system of the objective spirit com-
posed at the age of twenty, called for a union of the “monotheism of rea-
son” and the “polytheism of the imagination,” that is, a mythology of rea-

1. Ck 7, 149 f.
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son.? In realizing this aim the philosophy of absolute idealism found itself
oncé again depending on conceptual means created by Kant’s critical teach-
ing. The question of origins which Kant had raised for the theoretical,
ethical, and aesthetic judgments was applied by Schelling to the realm of
myth and the mythical consciousness. As in Kant the question was con-
cerned not with psychological genesis but with pure being and value. Like
knowledge, morality, and art, myth now becomes an independent, self-
contained world, which may not be measured by outside criteria of value
and reality but must be grasped/according to its own immanent, structural
law. All attempts to explain this world as a mere mediation, a cloak for
something else, are forthrightly rejected once and for all. Like Herder in
the philosophy of language, Schelling in his philosophy of mythology/dis-
cards the principle of allegory and turns to the fundamental problem of
symbolic expression. He replaces the allegorical interpretation of the world
of myths by a tautegorical interpretation, i.e./he looks upon mythical figures
as autonomous configurations of the human spirit, which one must under-
stand from within by knowing the way in which they take on meaning and
form?! This principle, as Schelling’s introductory lectures in the Philosophie
der Mythologie show, is overlooked both by the euhemeristic interpretation
which transforms myth into history and by the physical interpretation
which makes it a kind of primitive explanation of nature. They do not
explain but rather subtilize and deny the distinctive reality which myth
possesses for the human consciousness. True speculation takes an exactly
opposite road, aiming not at analytical disintegration but at synthetic
understanding, and striving back toward the ultimate positive basis of the
spirit and of life itself. And myth must be taken as such a positive basis.
The philosophical understanding of myth begins with the insight that it
does not move in a purely invented or made-up world but has its own mode
of necessity and therefore, in accordance with the idealist concept of the
object, its own mode of reality. Only where such necessity is demonstrable
is reason, and hence philosophy, in place. The purely arbitrary and #Cci-
dental cannot provide it even with an object of inquiry; for philosophy, the
study of essence, cannot establish a foothold in the void, in a sphere which is
itself without essential truth. At first sight, to be sure, nothing seems more
disparate than truth and mythology; and accordingly no two spheres seem
more opposed to each other than philosophy and mythology.

2. Cf. “Hélderlin und der deutsche Idealismus,” in my Idee und Gestalt (2d ed. Berlin,
1924), pp. 115 fi.
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But in this very opposition lies a challenge and a specific task, to dis-
cover reason in this seeming unreason, meaning in this apparent mean-
inglessness, and not as has hitherto been done, by making an arbitrary
distinction; that is, by declaring something which one believes to be
rational and meaningful to be the essential, and everything else to be
mere accident, cloak, or perversion. ‘Our intention must rather be to
make the form itself appear necessary, hence rational.3/

In line with the general conception of Schelling’s philosophy this basic
purpose must be realized in a twofold direction, toward the subject and
toward the object, in regard to the self-consciousness and the absolute. As
for the self-consciousness and the form in which it experiences mythology,
this form in itself suffices to exclude any theory attributing myth to pure
“invention,” for such a theory passes over the purely odjective existence of
the phenomenon it is supposed to explain. The phenomenon which is here
to be considered is not the mythical content as such but the significance it
possesses for human consciousness and the power it exerts on consciousness.
The problem is‘hot the material content of mythology, but the intensity
with which it is experienced, with which it is believed—as only something
endowed with objective reality can be believed’ This basic fact of mythical
consciousness suffices to frustrate any attempt to seek its ultimate source in
an invention—whether poetic or philosophical. For even if we admit that
‘the purely theoretical, intellectual content of mythology might in this way
be made intelligible, the dynamic, as it were, of the mythical conscious-
ness—the incomparable force it has demonstrated over and over again in
the history of the human spirit—would remain completely unaccounted for.
“In the relation between myth and history myth proves to be the primary,
history the secondary and derived, factor. It is not by its history that the
mythology of a nation is determined but, conversely, its history is deter-
mined by its mythology—or rather, the mythology of a people does not
determine but is its fate, its destiny as decreed from the very beginning/
’The whole history of the Hindus, Greeks, etc. was implicit in their gods!
Hence, for an individual people as for mankind as a whole there is no free
choice, no liberum arbitrium indifferentiae, by which it can accept or reject
given mythical conceptions; on the contrary, a strict necessity prevails}it is
a real force that seizes upon consciousness in myth, i.e. a force that is not
within its control/ True mythology arises out of something independent of

3. F. W. Schelling, Einleitung in die Philosophie der Mythologie, in Simmitliche Werke
(2 pts. Stuttgart and Augsburg, J. Verlag, 1856), Pt. I, 1, 220 ff. Cf. pp. 194 ff.
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all invention, something indeed which is opposed to invention both in form
and substance; it arises out of a process necessary from the standpoint of a
consciousness the origins of which are lost in a suprahistorical sphere, a
process which consciousness can perhaps resist at certain moments but
which as a whole it cannot impede, much less annul. We see ourselves
carried back to a region where there is no time for invention, either by
individuals or by a people, no time for artificial disguises or misunderstand-
ing. No one who understands what its mythology means to a people, what
inner power it possesses over that people and what reality is manifested
therein, will say that mythology, any more than language, was invented by
individuals. With this realization, Schelling held, philosophical speculation
had hit upon the actual vital source of mythology, but it can barely discover
this source and cannot explain it further. Schelling expressly claimed it as
his special achievement to have replaced inventors, poets, and individuals
in general by the human consciousness as the source, the subjectum agens
of mythologysTrue, he says, mythology has no objective existence outside
of consciousness; but even though the mythological process consists solely
in determinations of consciousness—that is, in ideas—this process, this
succession of representations, cannot have been merely represented as such
but must really have taken place, must really have occurred in conscious-
ness. Thus mythology is not merely a successive series of mythological
representations: the successive polytheism which is its empirical content can
be explained only if we assume that the human consciousness actually
lingered successively on every moment of it. “The gods which followed
upon one another really seized successively upon the human consciousness.
Mythology as a history of gods could only be produced in life; it had to be
experienced and lived.”4

But if myth is thus shown to be‘a specific and original form of life! it
thereby loses all semblance of mere one-sided subjectivity. For “life,” in
Schelling’s view, is neither merely subjective nor merely objective but
stands on the exact borderline between the two; 4t is a realm of indifference
between the subjective and objectiver ‘The movement and development of
mythical representations in human consciousness must correspond to an
objective process, a necessary development in the absolute, if this movement
is to possess inner truth. The mythological process is a theogonic process:
one in which God himself secomes, by creating himself step by step as the
true God. Each particular stage in this creation, insofar as it can be appre-

4. Schelling, pp. 124 fF.; cf. pp. 56 ff., 192 ff.
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hended as a necessary stage of development, has its own significance; but
only in the whole, only in the unbroken context of the mythical movement
passing through all moments, are its complete meaning and true goal
disclosed. Then each particular and contingent phase appears necessary,
and hence justified. The mythological process is the process of the truth
re-creating and so realizing itself. “Thus, to be sure, it is not truth in the
particular moment, for if it were it would require no progression to a
successive moment, no proccss;’ﬁut the #ruth which is the end of the process,
which consequently the process as a whole contains complete, generates
itself in it and therefore lies—self-creating—in the process.’”

More closely examined, what determines this development for Schelling
is‘a progress from the unity of God as a merely existing but not conscious
unity to a multiplicity from which, through opposition to multiplicity, the
true existing and recognized unity of God is gained. The earliest human
consciousness to which we can go back must be conceived as a divine con-
sciousness, a consciousness of God?in its true and specific meaning the
human consciousness is a consciousness which does not have God outside
it but which—though not with knowledge and will, not by a free act of
the fancy but rather by its very nature—contains within it a relation to
God. “The original man postulates God not actx but natura sua . . . the
original consciousness is nothing other than the consciousness which postu-
lates God in His truth and absolute unity.” But if this is monotheism it is
only a relative monotheism: the God who is here postulated is one only
in the abstract sense that he is as yet undifferentiated, that there is still
nothing with which he can be compared or to which he can be opposed.
Only in the progress to polytheism is this “other” achieved:“the religious
consciousness undergoes a split, a differentiation, an inner alteration, for
which the multiplicity of the gods is only a figurative expression/ But on
the other hand, it is this development which enables man to rise from the
relative One to the absolute One which is really worshiped in Him.Man’s
consciousness had to pass through the cleavage, the “crisis” of polytheism
before it could differentiate the true God as such/i.e. Him who remains
one and eternal, from the original God whom it now regards as the relative
One and only temporarily eternal. Without the second God, without the
solicitation to polytheism, there would have been no advance to true mono-
theism. No doctrine, no knowledge taught man of the original period what
God was—"“the relation was a real one and could therefore only be a rela-
tion to God i kis actuality, not to God in his essence, hence not to the zrue
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God; for the actual God is not ipso facto the true one. . . The God of
prehistory is an actual, objective God, in whom the true God s but is not
known as such. Mankind thus worshiped what it did not know, a God to
which it had no ideal (free), relation, but only an empirical one.” To create
this ideal and free relation, to transform existing unity into known unity—
such is the meaning and content of the whole mythical, or strictly speaking,
theogonic process/ Herein we see once again a real objective relation of
the human consciousness to God, whereas all previous philosophy had
spoken only of a “religion of reason,” i.e. a rational relation to God, and
had seen all religious development only as a development of the ideq, ie.
of representations and thoughts. And with this, according to Schelling, the
cycle of enlightenment is complete—subjectivity and objectivity are placed in
their proper relationship within myth.

Nt is not with things that man has to do in the mythological process, it
is powers arising within consciousness itself that move him. The theo-
gonic process by which mythology arises is a subjective one insofar as
it takes place in consciousness and manifests itself by the production of

representations: but the causes and therefore the objects of these repre-
sentations are the zruly and essentially theogonic powers, those powers
by virtue of which consciousness originally postulates God. The proc-
ess consists not merely of represented potencies but of those very po-
tencies which create consciousness and which, since consciousness is
only the end of nature, create nature as well and are therefore actual
powers. The mythological process deals not only with natural odjects
but with the pure creative potencies whose original product is conscious-
ness itself. So it is here that our explanation breaks through into ob-
jectivity and becomes wholly objective.5/

This is indeed the highest form of objectivity known to Schelling. Myth
has attained its essential truth when it is conceived as a necessary factor in
the self-development of the absolute. It has no relation to the “things” of
naive realism and represents solely a reality, a potency of the spiriz; but
this does not argue against its objectivity, essentiality, and truth, for nasure
itself has no other or higher truth than this. Nature itself is nothing other
than a stage in the development and self-unfolding of the spirit—and the
task of a philosophy of nature consists precisely in understanding it and
elucidating it as such./What we call nature—and this is already stated in

5. Schelling, pp. 207 ff.; <f. pp. 175 ., 185 .
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the system of transcendental idealism—is a poem hidden behind a wonder-
ful secret writing; if we could decipher the puzzle, we should recognize in it
the odyssey of the human spirit, which in astonishing delusion flees from it-
self while seeking itself/ This secret writing of nature is now explained from
a new angle by the study of myth and its necessary phases of development.
The “odyssey of the spirit” has here reached a stage in which we no longer,
as in the world of the senses, perceive its ultimate goal through a semi-
transparent mist, but see it before us in configurations familiar to the spirit
though not yet fully permeated by it. Myth is the odyssey of the pure con-
sciousness of God, whose unfolding is determined and mediated in equal
measure by our consciousness of nature and the world and by our con-
sciousness of the I. It discloses an inner law which is fully analogous to the
law prevailing in nature but of a higher mode of necessity. Precisely because
the cosmos can be understood and interpreted only through the human
spirit, hence through subjectivity, what would seem to be the purely sub-
jective content of mythology has at the same time a cosmic significance.

Not that mythology arose under an influence of nature, for it is rather
a withdrawing of the inner life of man from such an influence, but that
in accordance with the same law, the mythological process passes
through the very stages through which nature originally passed. . . .
Thus it has not merely a religious but also a universal significance,/for
it is the universal process that is repeated in it; accordingly, the truth
contained in the mythological process is a universal truth, excluding
nothing. We cannot, as is commonly done, deny the historical truth of
mythology, for the process through which it arises is itself a true history,
an actual occurrence/ Nor can we exclude physical truth from it, for
nature is as necessary a period of transition in the mythological as in the
universal process.®

The characteristic merit and limitations of Schelling’s idealism appear
clearly in this passage. It is the concept of the unity of the absolute which
truly and definitively guarantees the absolute unity of the human conscious-
ness by deriving every particular achievement and trend of spiritual activity
from a common ultimate origin. The danger of this concept of unity is
however that it will ultimately absorb all concrete, particular differentia-
tions and make them unrecognizable. Thus for Schelling myth becomes
a second “nature,” because previously nature has been transformed into a

6. Schelling, p. 216.
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kind of myth, and its purely empirical significance and truth have been
absorbed into its spiritual significance, into its function, the self-revelation
of the absolute. If we hesitate to take this first step, it would seem that we
must abandon the second as well; there seems to be no remaining road
to a specific essence and truth, a distinctive objectivity of the mythical. Or
is there, perhaps, a means of retaining the question put forward by Schel-
ling’s Philosophie der Mythologie but of transferring it from the sphere of
a philosophy of the absolute to that of critical philosophy ? Does it embody
both a problem of metaphysics and a purely transcendental problem, which
as such is susceptible of a critical-transcendental solution? True, if we take
the concept of the “transcendental” in a strictly Kantian sense, it scems para-
doxical even to suggest such a question. For Kant’s transcendental formula-
tion of the problem limits itself expressly to the conditions under which ex-
perience is possible. And what manner of experience can be demonstrated
through which the world of mythology can be accredited and claim some
form of objective truth and validity? If such an objective truth is demon-
strable for myth, it would seem to reside in its psychological truth and
psychological necessity. The necessity with which myth arises in relatively
similar forms at specific stages of cultural development seems to constitute
its only objective and tangible content. And indeed, since the epoch of Ger-
man speculative idealism, the problem of myth has been formulated only in
this light. Inquiry into the ultimate and absolute foundations of myth has
been replaced by inquiry into the natural causes of its genesis: the method-
ology of metaphysics has been replaced by the methodology of ethnic psy-
chology. True access to the world of mythology seemed to have been opened
only after the Schellingian and Hegelian dialectical concept of development
had been replaced once and for all by the empirical concept of development.
It was now taken for granted that the mythical world was merely an aggre-
gate of “representations”; and it was held that these representations could be
explained by the general rules governing all production of representations,
namely the elementary laws of association and reproduction. Here myth
appeared in an entirely different sense, as a “natural form” of the human
spirit, which could be understood simply by the methods of empirical
natural science and empirical psychology.

And yet, can we not conceive of a third approach to the mythological
“form” which neither seeks to explain the mythical world through the
essence of the absolute nor merely reduces it to a play of empirical-psycho-
logical forces? If this approach agrees both with Schelling and the psy-
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chologists in seeking the subjectum agens of mythology solely in the human
consciousness, does this compel us to accept either the empirical-psycho-
logical or the metaphysical concept of consciousness? Or is there not a criti-
cal analysis of the consciousness, distinct from these two views? Modern
critical epistemology, the analysis of the laws and principles of knowledge,
has detached itself more and more resolutely from the assumptions both of
metaphysics and of psychologism. The struggle between psychologism and
pure logic in this field seems today to have been finally decided, and we
may venture to predict that it will never recur in the same form. But what
is true of logic is no less true of all independent forms and all original
functions of the human spirit. The determination of their pure content, of
what they signify and are, is independent of the question of their empirical
genesis and its psychological conditions. We can and must inquire in a
purely objective sense into the substance of science, into the content and
principles of its truth, without reflecting upon the temporal order in which
the particular truths and insights are manifested to the empirical conscious-
ness, and the same problem recurs for all forms of cultural life. We can
never do away with the question of their essence by transforming it into an
empirical, genetic question. For art and myth as well as cognition the
assumption of such a unity of essence implies the assumption of general
laws of consciousness which determine all particular formation. In the
critical view we obtain the unity of nature only by injecting it into the
phenomena; we do not deduce the unity of logical form from the particular
phenomena, but rather represent and create it through them. And the same
is true of the unity of culture and of each of its original forms. It is not
enough to demonstrate it empirically through the phenomena; we must
explain it through the unity of a specific “structural form” of the spirit.
Here again, as in its approach to knowledge, critical analysis stands between
metaphysical deduction and psychological induction. Like the latter, it
must always start from the given, from the empirically established facts of
the cultural consciousness; but it cannot stop at these mere data. From the
reality of the fact it must inquire back into the conditions of its possibility.
In these conditions critical philosophy secks to disclose a certain hierarchical
structure, a superordination and subordination of the structural laws of the
sphere in question, a reciprocal determination of particular formative
factors. To seek a “form” of mythical consciousness in this sense, means
to inquire neither after its ultimate metaphysical causes nor after its psy-
chological, historical or social causes: it is solely to seek the unity of the
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spiritual principle by which all its particular configurations, with all their
vast empirical diversity, appear to be governed.”

And with this the question of the subject of myth takes a new turn.
Metaphysics and psychology have answered it in opposite senses, meta-
physics from the standpoint of theogony, psychology from the standpoint
of “anthropogeny.” In metaphysics the mythological process is explained
as a particular instance, a specific and necessary phase, of the “absolute
process”; in psychology mythical apperception is deduced from the general
factors and rules governing the production of representations. But is this
not fundamentally a recurrence of that allegorical view of mythology which
in principle had already been discredited by Schelling’s Philosophie der
Mythologie? Do we not in both cases explain myth by referring it and
reducing it to something other than what it immediately is and signifies?
“Mythology,” writes Schelling,

is recognized in its truth and hence truly recognized only if it is recog-
nized in its process; and the process which is repeated in it, though in a
particular way, is the universal, absolute process. The true science of
mythology is accordingly that science which represents the absolute
process in it. But to represent this process is the affair of philosophy; the
true science of mythology is therefore the philosophy of mythology.®

Ethnic psychology only replaces this identity of the absolute with the iden-
tity of human nature, which always and necessarily brings forth the same
clementary mythical ideas. But in thus starting from the constancy and
unity of human nature and making it the basis for all its attempted ex-
planations it ultimately falls into a petitio principii. For instead of dem-

7. It is one of the fundamental achievements of Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology to have
sharpened once again our perception of the diversity of cultural “structural forms” and to have
pointed out a new approach to them, departing from the psychological method. Particularly,
the sharp distinction between psychological “acts” and the “objects” intended in them is
ciucial. Husserl’s own development from the Logische Untersuchungen (2 vols. Halle, 1913—
22) to the Ideen zu einer reinen Phinomenologie und phinomenologischen Philosophie (Halle,
1928) makes it increasingly clear that the task of phenomenology, as Husser] sees it, is not
exhausted in the analysis of cognition but calls for an investigation of the structures of entirely
different objective spheres, according to what they “signify” and without concern for the
“reality” of their objects. Such an investigation should include the mythical “world,” not in
order to derive its specific actuality by induction from the manifold of ethnological and
ethnic-psychological experience, but in order to apprehend it in a purely ideational analysis.
As far as I can see, however, no attempt of this sort has been undertaken either in phenom-
enology or in mythological research, where the genetic-psychological approach still holds al-
most uncontested sway.

8. Pp. 216 ff.
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onstrating the unity of the human spirit through analysis it treats this
unity as a pre-existing and self-evident datum. But here as in cognition the
certainty of systematic unity stands at the end rather than at the beginning;
it is not a point of departure but a goal of inquiry. In a critical approach
we cannot conclude the unity of the function from a pre-existing or pre-
supposed unity of the metaphysical or psychological substrate; we must
start from the function as such. If, despite differences in particular factors,
we find in the function a relatively constant inner form, we shall not from
this form go back to infer the substantial unity of the human spirit; on the
contrary, the constancy of inner form seems to constitute this unity. Unity,
in other words, appears not as the foundation but as another expression of
this same determination of form, which it must be possible to apprehend
as purely immanent, in its immanent significance, without inquiring into
its foundations, whether transcendent or empirical. Thus we may inquire
into the pure essential character of the mythical function—its 7 &rre in the
Socratic sense—and set this pure form in contrast with that of the linguistic,
aesthetic, and logical functions. For Schelling mythology has philosophical
truth because in it is expressed not only a thought but a real relation of
the human consciousness to God, because it is the absolute, because it is
God himself, who here passes from the first potency of “being-in-himself”
to the potency of “being-outside-himself” and through it to perfect “being-
with-himself.” For the opposite view, for anthropogeny as championed by
Feuerbach and his successors, it is the empirical unity of Auman nature that
is taken as a starting point—as an original causal factor of the mythological
process, which explains why under the most diverse conditions and starting
at the most diverse points in space and time it develops in essentially the
same way. As opposed to these approaches a critical phenomenology of the
mythical consciousness will start neither from the godhead as an original
metaphysical fact nor from mankind as an original empirical fact but will
seek to apprehend the subject of the cultural process, the human spirit,
solely in its pure actuality and diverse configurations, whose immanent
norms it will strive to ascertain. It is only in these activities as a whole that
mankind constitutes itself in accordance with its ideal concept and concrete
historical existence; it is only in these activities as a whole that is effected
that progressive differentiation of “subject” and “object,” “I” and “world,”
through which consciousness issues from its stupor, its captivity in mere
material existence, in sensory impression and affectivity, and becomes a
spiritual consciousness.

From this point of view the relative truth of myth is no longer in ques-
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tion. We shall no longer seck to explain it as the expression and reflection of
a transcendent process or of certain constant psychological forces. Its ob-
jectivity—and from the critical standpoint this is true of all cultural objec-
tivity—must be defined not thing-wise but functionally: this objectivity lies
neither in a metaphysical nor in an empirical-psychological “reality” which
stands behind it, but in what myth itself is and achieves, in the manner and
form of objectivization which it accomplishes. It is objective insofar as it is
recognized as one of the determining factors by which consciousness frees
itself from passive captivity in sensory impression and creates a world of its
own in accordance with a spiritual principle. If we formulate the question
in this sense, the “unreality” of the mythical world can no longer be said
to argue against its significance and truth. The mythical world is and re-
mains a world of mere representations—but in its content, its mere material,
the world of knowledge is nothing else. We arrive at the scientific concept
of nature not by apprehending its absolute archetype, the transcendent
object behind our representations, but by discovering in them and through
them the rule determining their order and sequence. The representation
gains objective character for us when we divest it of its accidents and
demonstrate in it a universal, objectively necessary law. Likewise, in con-
nection with myth, we can only raise the question of objectivity in the sense
of inquiring whether it discloses an immanent rule, a characteristic
“necessity.” True, we scem limited to an objectivity of low degree, for is
this rule not destined to vanish in the face of scientific truth, the concept
of nature and of the object gained in pure cognition? With the first dawn
of scientific insight the mythical world of dream and enchantment seems to
sink into nothingness. And yet, even this circumstance appears in a dif-
ferent light when, instead of comparing the content of myth with the con-
tent of scientific cognition, we compare the process of the mythical world’s
growth with the logical genesis of the scientific concept of nature. Here
we find stages and phases in which the different spheres of objectivization
are not yet sharply divided. Indeed, even the world of our immediate ex-
perience—that world in which all of us constantly live and are when not
engaged in conscious, critical-scientific reflection—contains any. number of
traits which, from the standpoint of this same reflection, can only be desig-
nated as mythical—most particularly, the concept of causality, the general
concept of force, which must pass through the mythical intuition of efficacy
before dissolving in the mathematical-logical concept of the function. Thus
everywhere, down to the configuration of our perceptive world, down to
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that sphere which from the naive standpoint we designate as actual
“reality,” we find this characteristic survival of original mythical traits.
Little as they correspond immediately to objects, they are nevertheless on
the way to objectivity as such, insofar as they represent a concrete and neces-
sary (not accidental) mode of spiritual formation. Thus the objectivity of
myth consists primarily in that wherein it seems farthest removed from the
reality of things—from the reality of naive realism and dogmatism—this
objectivity is not the reproduction of a material datum but is a specific and
typical mode of formation, in which consciousness disengages itself from
and confronts the mere receptivity of the sensory impression.

Proof of this relationship cannot, to be sure, be attempted from above,
by pure construction but presupposes the facts of the mythical conscious-
ness, the empirical material of comparative mythology and comparative
religion. The problem of a philosophy of mythology has been vastly
broadened by this material, particularly by the increasing mass of data that
have come to light since the middle of the nineteenth century. For Schel-
ling, who depended principally on Georg Creuzer’s Symbolik und Myth-
ologie der alten Vilker (1810-23), all mythology was essentially the theory
and history of the gods. For him the concept of God and the knowledge
of God constituted the beginning of all mythological thinking—a notitia
insita which he takes as his actual starting point. He violently attacked
those who made the religious development of mankind begin not with the
unity of the concept of God but with the multiplicity of partial, or even
initially local, representations, with so-called fetishism or deification of
nature, in which the object of worship was not even concepts or kinds, but a
particular natural object, e.g. this tree or this river. “No, mankind did not
start from such wretchedness, the majestic course of history had quite a
different beginning, the dominant tone in the consciousness of mankind
was always that great One, who did yet know his likeness, who truly filled
heaven and earth, ie. the universe.” ® Certain modern ethnologists—e.g.
Andrew Lang and Wilhelm Schmidt—have attempted to revive Schelling’s
thesis of a primary “original monothesim” and to support it by abundant
material.’® But the farther they went the more evident became the im-

9. Schelling, p. 178.

10. A summary of this material and an examination of the arguments that have been
raised against the theory of Lang is to be found in Wilhelm Schmidt, Der Ursprung der Go:-
tesidee (6 vols. Miinster, 1926—35). Eng. trans. by H. J. Rose, The Origin and Growth of

Religion (London, Methuen, 1931). See also Schmidt, Die Stellung der Pygmienvélker in der
Entwicklungsgeschichte des Menscken (Stuttgart, 1910).
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possibility of reducing the configurations of the mythical consciousness to
a unity and deriving them from it genetically as from a common root.
Animism, which was the dominant trend among mythologists for a con-
siderable time after the appearance of Tylor’s basic work, found this root
not in the primary intuition of God but in the nature of the primitive
psyche; but today this interpretation seems to have been increasingly dis-
credited. More and more clearly we see the beginnings of a mythological
view which assumes a distinct concept neither of God nor of the psyche
and personality, but starts from a still entirely undifferentiated intuition
of magical efficacy, of a magical force inherent in things. Here we encounter
a characteristic stratification within mythical thinking—a superordination
and subordination of its structural elements, which is significant in a purely
phenomenological sense, even for those who do not venture to identify the
temporally first elements, the empirical beginnings of myth on the strength
of it.!* Thus a new direction of inquiry leads us to an insight which Schell-
ing looked upon as the basic postulate of his philosophy of mythology, the
insight that no factor in the development of mythical thinking, no matter
how unimportant, fantastic, or arbitrary it may seem, may be regarded as
insignificant, that each factor must be assigned to that specific place within
mythology as a whole, where it takes on its ideal meaning. This whole
contains an inner truth of its own, for it designates one of the paths by
which mankind has advanced both to its specific self-consciousness and to
its specific objective consciousness.

2

Even among purely empirical investigators of myth and comparative
mythology a tendency has been evident for some time not merely to sur-
vey the field of mythical thinking but to describe it as a unitary form of
consciousness with its specific and characteristic features. This is in keep-
ing with the return from positivism to idealism that has been manifested in
other fields, such as natural science and linguistics. The striving for a
unitary physical view of the world has given new depth to the general
principles of physics, and in ethnology the notion of a universal mythology

11. On the theory of so-called pre-animism cf. Konrad T. Preuss, “Der Ursprung der
Religion und Kunst,” Globus, 86 (1904); and Vierkandt, “Die Anfinge der Religion und
Zauberei,” Globus, 92 (1907). Cf. particularly Robert R. Marett, “Pre-Animistic Religion,”

Folk Lore, 46 (1900), 162—182; and “From Spell to Prayer,” Folk Lore, 54 (1904), 132-165,
reprinted in Marett's The Threshold of Religion (London, 1909).
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has been particularly fruitful among those engaged in specialized research.
The only possible issue from the maze of conflicting views seemed to lie
in the discovery of unitary trends and fixed points of orientation. But as
long as students of mythology thought they could simply derive these
trends from the objects of mythology, as long as they started from a classi-
fication of mythical objects, it soon became evident that the fundamental
conflicts could not be resolved. Inquiry revealed basic mythical motifs, a
clear kinship of myths found all over the world, even where considerations
of time and space seemed to preclude any direct borrowing. But as soon as
attempts were made to differentiate these motifs, to characterize some as
original and others as derived, the controversy again became acute. It was
agreed that ethnology in conjunction with ethnic psychology must strive
to determine the universal principles underlying the particular manifesta-
tions of myth.»?> But no sooner did the unity of these principles seem as-
sured than it was lost amid the diversity of concrete objects. There was
psychological mythology and nature mythology—and nature mythology in
turn included different trends, each of which strove stubbornly to prove
that some particular object in nature was the heart and source of myth
formation. The basic principle of these views was that each particular
myth—insofar as it was susceptible of scientific “explanation”—must be
linked with some specific natural being or occurrence, because this was
the only way of controlling the production of arbitrary fantasies and guid-
ing research into strictly objective channels.?® But the hypotheses resulting
from this supposedly objective method proved in the end no less arbitrary
than the hypotheses of the fantasy. The older form of storm and tempest
mythology now shared the field with astral mythology, which soon disinte-
grated into the various forms of sun, moon, and planet mythology. As each
of these forms strove, to the exclusion of the others, to assert itself as the
sole principle of explanation, it became increasingly clear that association
with specific spheres of empirical objects could by no means guarantee an
objective unity of explanation.

Another path to a unitary source of myth seemed to open when this
unity was defined as spiritual rather than natural, as implying the unity
of a cultural sphere rather than a sphere of objects. If it were possible to

12. Cf. Paul M. A. Ehrenreich, Die allgemeine Mythologie und ihre ethnologischen Grundla-
gen (Leipzig, 1919); Heinrich Lessmann, Aufgaben und Ziele der vergleichenden Mythen-
forschung (Leipzig, 1908).

13. Ehrenreich—e.g., pp. 41, 192 ff., 213—makes this the postulate of every explanation
of myth.
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show that a particular cultural sphere was the common source of all the
basic mythical motifs, the center from which they gradually spread over
the whole earth, the inner relationship and systematic order of these motifs
would seem to be explained. However obscured this relationship might
be in the derived and mediate forms, it would be evident as soon as we
returned to the relatively simple conditions of the ultimate historical
sources. Older theories—such as Benfey’s theory of folk legends—sought
the home of the most important mythical motifs in India. But a conclusive
proof of the historical relationships and historical unity of myth formation
seemed possible only when Babylonian culture was gradually opened up to
research. Now the question of the original, unitary structure of mythology
seemed answered along with the question of the original home of human
culture. According to the “Pan-Babylonian” theory, myth could never have
developed an inherently consistent weltanschauung if it had issued solely
from primitive magical conceptions or dream lore, from animistic beliefs or
other superstitions. Such a weltanschauung could develop only from a
specific concept, an #dea of the world as an ordered whole—and this con-
dition was fulfilled only in Babylonian astronomy and cosmogony. This
historical orientation seemed for the first time to open up the possibility
of viewing myth no longer as a pure product of fantasy but as a self-
contained system, intelligible in itself. Here we need not go into detail
regarding the empirical foundations of this theory; 1* but what makes it
noteworthy in a purely methodological sense is that on closer examination
it proves by no means to be a merely empirical statement concerning the
historical origins of myzh but is a kind of a priori assertion about the
direction and aim of mythological research. The assumption that all myths
are of astral origin, that they are ultimately “calendar myths,” was the
very cornerstone of the Pan-Babylonian method; its supporters made this
assumption the “Ariadne’s thread” which alone could lead us through the
labyrinth of mythology. Repeatedly this general postulate was called upon
to fill gaps in empirical documentation and proof—but what it actually

14. For the arguments in support of Pan-Babylonianism cf. Hugo Winkler, Himmelsbild
und Weltenbild der Babylonier als Grundlage der Weltanschauung und Mythologie aller Vol-
ker, Der alte Orient und die Bibel, Vol. 3 (Leipzig, 1901); idem, Die Weltanschauung des
alten Orients (Leipzig, 1905); idem, Die babylonische Geisteskultur (Leipzig, 1907). See also,
Alfred Jeremias, Handbuch der altorientalischen Geisteskultur (Leipzig, 1913). For a critique
of Pan-Babylonianism see Morris Jastrow, Religious Belief and Practice in Babylonia and
Assyria (London and New York, 1911), pp. 413 f£.; Carl Bezold, Astronomie, Himmelsschau
und dstrallehre bei den Babyloniern (Heidelberg, 1911).



INTRODUCTION 19

showed more and more clearly was that no definitive solution to the basic
question of the unity of the mythological consciousness could be arrived
at by the methods of purely empirical and historically objective inquiry.
More and more firmly the insight established itself that even if a merely
factual unity of the basic mythical configurations could be demonstrated
beyond any doubt, this unity would still represent a puzzle unless it could
be referred back to an underlying structural form of the mythical fantasy
and mythical thinking. But for those students of myth who did not wish
to depart from the sphere of mere descriptive study, the only available con-
cept by which to characterize this structural form lay in Bastian’s theory
of “folk ideas.” From the standpoint of principle this theory possesses one
important advantage over all purely objective hypotheses: it is concerned
no longer merely with the contents and objects of mythology but also with
the function of myth itself. Bastian sets out to show that the basic direc-
tion of this function is always the same, regardless of the diverse condi-
tions under which it is exercised and the variety of the objects it draws
into its sphere. Thus, from the very outset, the desired unity is transposed
from the outside in, from the reality of things to the reality of the human
spirit. But even this ideality is not unequivocal as long as it is determined
solely by the categories of psychology. When mythology is spoken of as an
integral spiritual possession of mankind and its unity imputed to the
unity of the human psyche and its activity, the unity of the psyche im-
mediately disintegrates into a multiplicity of different potencies and “facul-
ties.” When it is asked which of these potencies plays the decisive role
in the building of the mythical world, a number of conflicting views arise.
Does myth result from the play of the subjective fanzasy, or does it, in
each particular case, go back to an empirical intuition in which it is rooted?
Does it represent a primitive form of cognition and is it therefore a product
of the intellect, or does it fundamentally belong to the sphere of affectivizy
and will? The varying answers to this question seem to assign entirely
different paths to scientific mythology. Just as the natural theories differed
according to the class of objects viewed as crucial for myth formation, the
psychological theories differ according to the basic psychological energy
to which they are reduced. And again the explanations seem to multiply
without end and succeed one another in a kind of cycle. Even the form
of pure “intellectual mythology,” which for a long time seemed superseded
—the view that the core of myth was to be sought in an intellectual inter-
pretation of phenomena—has recently been revived. In opposition to
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Schelling’s demand for a tautegorical interpretation of mythical figures an
attempt has been made to rehabilitate allegory and allegoresis.®

All this shows that the unity of myth is in constant danger of losing
itself in some particular, which is then accepted as a satisfactory solution.
Whether this particular turns out to be a class of natural objects, a specific
cultural sphere, or a psychological force is essentially indifferent. For in
all these cases the desired unity is transposed into elements when it should
be sought in the characteristic form which produces from these elements
a new spiritual whole, a world of symbolic meaning. Critical epistemology,
looks on knowledge—with all the infinite diversity of the objects toward
which it is directed and of the psychological forces with which it operates—
as an ideal whole, the universal constitutive conditions of which it seeks,
and the same approach applies to every spiritual unity of meaning. In the
last analysis this unity must be established not in a genetic and causal but
in a teleological sense—as a direction followed by consciousness in con-
structing spiritual reality. Regardless of whether we gain an understanding
of its genesis and regardless of what view we take of this genesis, the reality
that is produced in the end stands before us as a self-contained configura-
tion with a being and meaning of its own. And myth, although it is limited
to no particular class of things or events but encompasses the whole of
existence, and although it employs the most diverse spiritual potencies as
its organs, represents a unitary perspective of consciousness from which
both nature and soul, both “outward” and “inward” being, appear in a new
form. It is this modality and its conditions which we must seek to under-
stand.!® The empirical data of comparative mythology and comparative
religion merely present the problem, for the more extensive they become,
the more evident becomes the parallelism of myth formation.!” But behind

M

15. Cf. Fritz Langer, Intellektuamythologie. Betrachtungen diber das Wesen des Mythos
und der mythischen Methode (Leipzig, 1916), especially chs. 10-12.

16. On the concept of modality see z, g6.

17. It seems to me that the problem contained in this parallelism has been most sharply de-
fined from the standpoint of pure positivism by Tito Vignoli, Mito ¢ scienza (1879). German
trans., Mythus und Wissenschaft (Leipzig, 1880). Eng. trans., Myth and Science (New York,
1882). Despite his strictly empiricist attitude Vignoli sees myth as a “spontaneous and neces-
sary form of the understanding,” an “innate” activity of the spirit, whose roots he tries to
follow back to the thinking of animals, in which, according to Vignoli, we already find that
tendency toward the objectivization, entification, and personification of sensory impressions
from which, as this tendency is transformed from the particular to the universal—the singular
to the typical—the world of mythical figures develops. A “transcendental principle” of its

own is imputed to myth—a characteristic law of formation which does not simply disappear as
the mind advances to empirical exact scignce but asserts itself side by side with the forms of
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this empirical regularity we must once again seek the original spiritual
necessity from which it derives. Just as, in cognition, we seek to ascertain
the formal laws of thought which make a mere rhapsody of perceptions
into a system of knowledge, so in mythology we must inquire into the
nature of that formal unity through which the infinitely multiform world
of myth ceases to be a mere conglomerate of arbitrary representations and
unrelated notions and constitutes a characteristic spiritual whole. Here
again the mere enrichment of our factual knowledge is fruitless until it
serves to deepen our knowledge of principles, until a mere aggregate of
particular factors is replaced by a specific articulation, a superordination
and subordination of formative elements.

But though a subordination of myth to a general system of symbolic
forms seems imperative, it presents a certain danger. For if a comparison
of the mythical form with other cultural forms is taken in a purely objective
sense, i.e. based on purely objective parallels and connections, it may well
lead to a leveling of the intrinsic form of myth. And indeed there has been
no lack of attempts to explain myth by reducing it to another form of
cultural life, whether knowledge, art, or language. Schelling defined the
relation between language and myth by calling language a “faded myth-
ology” *8—and a later school of comparative mythology set out conversely
to show that language is the primary form, myth the secondary. Max
Miiller, for example, made verbal ambivalence the basis of myth. In his
theory the connecting link between word and myth is the mezaphor which
is rooted in the very essence and function of language and gives to the
imagination that direction which leads to the configurations of myth:

Mythology is inevitable; it is an inherent necessity of language, if we
recognize language as the outward form of thought; it is . . . the dark
shadow which language casts on thought and which will never vanish
as long as speech and thought do not fully coincide, and this can never
happen. Mythology in the highest sense of the word is the power which
language exerts on thought in every possible sphere of cultural activity.”

The phenomenon of “paronymy,” the use of one and the same word to
convey entirely different imagery, becomes here the key to the interpreta-

strict science: “for the share of pure thought in the progressive development of myth is pre-
cisely that activity of the understanding which creates science and makes it possible” (Vignoli,
pp- 99 ff.).

18. Cf. Philosophie der Mythologie, p. 52.
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tion of myths. The source and origin of all mythology is linguistic ambiv-
alence, and myth itself is a kind of disease of the mind, having its ultimate
root in a “disease of language.” Because the Greeck word a1, signifying
laurel, goes back to a Sanskrit root ahana, signifying the dawn, the myth
of Daphne, who in her flight from Apollo is transformed into a laurel tree,
is essentially an image of the sun god pursuing his bride, the dawn, who
ultimately takes refuge in the bosom of her mother, the earth; because in
Greek the words for men and stones (Aaot and Adas) resemble one an-
other, men grow from stones in the familiar myth of Deucalion and
Pyrrha® The linguistic “explanation” of mythological motifs no longer
takes this naive form, but it still seems tempting to seek the vehicle of myth
formation in language.?® Indeed, comparative mythology and comparative
religion constantly reveal facts which seem to confirm from the most
diverse angles the equation: numina = nomina. Usener has lent new depth
and fertility to the idea at the base of this equation; in his work, analysis
and critique of the names of the gods are shown to be an instrument which,
if correctly used, can open up an understanding of the process by which
religious concepts are formed. In this way he arrives at a universal theory
of signification in which linguistic and mythical elements become insepar-
able correlates. Usener’s theory represents a significant philosophical ad-
vance for both philosophy and religious history, for once again the emphasis
is shifted from the naked content of particular myths to myth and language
as a whole, as cultural forms subject to laws of their own. For Usener
mythology is nothing more than the theory (Adyos) of myth, or the
“morphology of religious representations,” and its purpose is nothing less
than “to demonstrate the necessity and lawfulness of the mythical imagina-
tion and thus to explain both the mythological configurations of the folk
religions and the imaginative forms of the monotheistic religions.” The
possibilities inherent in this method of reading the essence of the gods in
their names and the history of their names, and the light it can cast on the
structure of the mythical world, are admirably shown by Usener’s
Gétternamen. It brings the findings of philosophy and linguistics to bear
on the meaning and development of the Greek gods and attempts to
demonstrate a general and typical sequence—hence a correspondence—in

19. Cf. Friedrigh Max Miiller, “Uber die Philosophie der Mythologie,” append. to his Ein-
leitung in die vergleichende Religionswissenschaften (2d ed. Strassburg, 1876).

20. Miiller’s basic thesis has recently been revived in somewhat modified form by Daniel
G. Brinton, e.g.; cf. Religions of Primitive Peoples (London and New York, G. P. Putnam’s
Sons, 1899), pp. 115 ff.
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mythical and linguistic representations.2* And moreover, since myth em-
braces the first attempt at a knowledge of the world, since it perhaps also
represents the earliest and most universal product of the aesthetic fantasy,
Usener finds in it an immediate cultural unity, of which all the particular
forms are mere fragments, mere partial manifestations. But once again our
task as a whole will be to seek, not a unity of origin in which oppositions
dissolve and seem to merge with one another, but a critical-transcendental
unity in which the particular forms are preserved and clearly delimited.
The principle of this differentiation becomes clear when we link the prob-
lem of signification with the problem of designation, i.e. when we consider
how in the diverse cultural forms the “object” is bound up with the
“image,” the “content” with the “sign,” and how at the same time they
remain distinct from one another.

An essential element of the correspondence between the diverse cultural
forms is that the sign exerts an active, creative force in all of them—myth
and language, artistic configuration, and the formation of theoretical con-
cepts of the world and its rclationships:/ﬁumboldt says that man puts
language between himself and the nature which inwardly and outwardly
acts upon him, that he surrounds himself with a world of words in order
to assimilate and elaborate the world of objects, and this is equally true of
the configurations of the mythical and aesthetic fantasy. They are not
reactions and impressions that act upon the spirit from outside, but true
spiritual actions. In the very first, one might say the most primitive,
manifestations of myth it becomes clear that we have to do not with a mere
reflection of reality but with a characteristic creative elaboration. Here
again we can see how an initial tension between subject and object, between
“inside” and “outside” is gradually resolved, as a new intermediary realm,
growing constantly more rich and varied, is placed between the two worlds.
To the factual world which surrounds and dominates it the spirit opposes
an independent image world of its own—more and more clearly and con-
sciously it confronts the force of the “impression” with an active force of
“expression.” However, this creation does not yet bear the character of a
free spiritual act; it has a character of natural necessity, of psychological
“mechanism.” Precisely because at this stage there is not yet an independent
self-conscious I, free in its productions, precisely because we stand here at

21. See Hermann K. Usener, Gotternamen. Versuch einer Lehre von der religiosen Begriffs-
bildung (Bonn, F. Cohen, 1896). Cf. also my book Sprache und Mythos. Ein Beitrag zum
Problem der Gotternamen (Leipzig and Berlin, 1925). '

'
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the threshold of the spiritual process which is destined to delimit the “I”
and the “world,” the new world of signs must appear to the consciousness
as a fully objective reality. Every beginning of myth, particularly every
magical view of the world, is permeated by this belief in the objective
character and objective force of the sign. Word magic, image magic, and
writing magic are the basic elements of magical activity and the magical
view of the world. And here, considering the general structure of the
mythical consciousness, we may find a strange paradox. For if, according
to a widely prevalent view, the basic mythical drive is a drive to endow
with life, ie. to apprehend and represent all the elements of material
existence in a concrete, intuztive manner; how then does it come about that
this drive is directed with particular intensity toward what is most unreal
and lifeless, that the shadow realm of words, images, and signs exerts so
substantial a power over the mythical consciousness? How can we account
for this belief in the abstract, this cult of the symbol in a world where the
universal concept seems to be nothing, where feeling, immediate instinct,
sense perception, and intuition seem to be everything? An answer to this
question can be found only if we recognize that the question is here falsely
formulated, insofar as a distinction which we make, and must make, in
intellectual reflection and scientific knowledge is introduced into a sphere
of spiritual life which precedes this distinction and remains indifferent to
it. The mythical world is concrete not because it has to do with sensuous,
objective contents, not because it excludes and repels all merely abstract
factors—all that is merely signification and sign; it is concrete because in
it the two factors, thing and signification, are undifferentiated, because they
merge, grow together, concresce in an immediate unity. From the very
start myth, as an original mode of configuration, raises a certain barrier
against the world of passive sense impression; it, too, like art and cogni-
. tion, arises in a process of separation from immediate reality, i.e. that which
is simply given. But though in this sense it signifies one of the first steps
beyond the given, its product at once resumes the form of the given. Thus
myth rises spiritually above the world of things, but in the figures and
images with which it replaces this world it merely substitutes for things
another form of materiality and of bondage to things. What seemed to free
the spirit from the fetters of things becomes a new fetter which is all the
stronger since it is not a mere physical force but a spiritual one. However,
a force of #his sort already contains within it the immanent condition for
its own future dissolution; it contains the potentiality of a spiritual process
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of liberation which is indeed effected in the progress from the magical-
mythical world view to the truly religious view. The condition for this
development—as our investigation will show in detail—is that the spirit
place itself in a new relation to the world of images and signs—that while
still living in them and making use of them it achieve a greater under-
standing of them and thus rise above them. ‘

This same dialectic of bondage and liberation, which the human spirit
experiences with its own self-made image worlds, is still more evident
when we compare myth with the other spheres of symbolic expression. For
language there is at first no sharp dividing line between the word and its
signification, between the content of the representation and the content of
the mere sign: the two merge immediately with each other. The nomi-
nalistic view, in which words are mere conventional signs, mere flazus vocis,
is a product of late reflection, not an expression of the “natural,” immediate
linguistic consciousness, for which the essence of the thing is mediately
designated in the word and at the same time in some way contained and
present in it. This concrescence of name and thing in the linguistic con-
sciousness of primitives and children might be illustrated by a num-
ber of striking examples (we need only think of the various forms of name
taboo). But as language develops, the differentiation becomes sharper and
more conscious. At first the world of language, like that of myth in
which it seems as it were embedded, preserves a complete equivalence of
word and thing, of “signifier” and “signified.” It grows away from this
equivalence as its independent spiritual form, the characteristic force of
the logos, comes to the fore. Distinct from all merely physical existence
and all physical efficacy the word emerges in its own specificity, in its purely
ideal, significatory function. And art leads us to still another stage of
detachment. Here again there is at first no sharp differentiation between
the ideal and the real; here again the configuration is not initially regarded -
as the outcome of a creative process, as a pure product of the productive
imagination. The beginnings of creative art seem rather to partake of a
sphere in which creative activity is still embedded in magical representa-
tions and directed toward specific magical aims, in which consequently the
image itself still has no independent, purely aesthetic significance. And yet
in the development of spiritual expression the very first stirrings of artistic
activity provide an entirely new beginning, achieve a new principle. Here
for the first time the image world acquires a purely immanent validity
and truth.’It does not aim at something else or refer to something else; it
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simply “is” and consists in itself. From the sphere of efficacy to which the
mythical consciousness clings and the sphere of signification in which the
linguistic sign perseveres we are transposed into a sphere where, as it were,
only the pure reality, only the intrinsic and inherent essence, of the image
is apprehended as such. Thus for the first time the world of the image
becomes a self-contained cosmos with its own center of gravity. And only
now can the spirit enter into a truly free relation with it. Measured by
empirical, realistic criteria, the aesthetic world becomes a world of appear-
ance; but in severing its bond with immediate reality, with the material
existence and efficacy which constitute the world of magic and myth, it
embodies a new step toward the truth. Thus, although myth, language, *.
and art interpenetrate one another in their concrete historical manifesta-
tions, the relation between them reveals a definite systematic gradation,
an ideal progression toward a point where the spirit not only is and lives
in its own creations, its self-created symbols, but also knows them for what
they are. Or, as Hegel set out to show in his Phinomenologie des Geistes:
the aim of spiritual development is that cultural reality be apprehended
and expressed not merely as substance but “equally as subject.” In zhis
respect the problems growing out of a philosophy of mythology are im-
mediately related to those arising from the philosophy and logic of pure
cognition. For what distinguishes science from the other forms of cultural
life is not that it requires no mediation of signs and symbols and confronts
the unveiled truth of “things in themselves,” but that, differently and more
profoundly than is possible for the other forms, it knows that the symbols
it employs are symbols and comprehends them .as such. But it does not
achieve this at one stroke; on the contrary, here again the typical relation
of the spirit to its own creations is repeated at a different level. Here again,
freedom toward these creations must be gained and secured by constant
critical endeavor. In knowledge, too, the use of hypotheses and principles
precedes the knowledge of their specific function as principles—and until
this insight is gained, science can only contemplate and state its own
principles in a material, that is, semimythical form.

In these general remarks I have attempted to define provisionally the
place occupied by myth in the system of cultural forms. Now let us turn

our attention to the specific character of the mythical concept of reality and
objectivity.



PART I

Myth as a Form of Thoughs






Chapter 1

The Mythical Consciousness of the Object

It 1s one of the first essential insights of critical philosophy that objects are
not “given” to consciousness in a rigid, finished state, in their naked “as
suchness,” but that the relation of representation to object presupposes an
independent, spontaneous act of consciousness. The object does not exist
prior to and outside of synthetic unity but is constituted only by this
synthetic unity; it is no ﬁxed form that imprints itself on consciousness but
of consciousness, by ¢ intuition and pure thought. The Philosophy of Sym-
bolic Forms takes up this basic critical idea, this fundamental principle of
Kant’s “Copernican revolution,” and strives to broaden it. It seeks the
categories of the consciousness of objects in the theoretical, intellectual
sphere, and starts from the assumption that such categories must be at
work wherever a cosmos, a characteristic and typical world view, takes
form out of the chaos of impressions. All such world views are made pos-
sible only by specific acts of objectivization, in which mere impressions
are reworked into specific, formed representations. We can follow the
aim of this objectivization back to strata preceding the theoretical object-
consciousness of our experience, of our scientific world view. But when we
descend into these strata, the direction and means of this process of ob-
jectivization change. So long as this direction is not clearly recognized and
defined, no clarity can be obtained with regard to the course of develop-
ment, its separate stages, its stopping places and turning points. Our inves-
tigation has already shown that this direction is by no means “simple” and
unique, that the ways in which the diversity of sensory impressions can be
synthesized into spiritual unities can reveal the most diverse nuances. And
this conclusion is strikingly confirmed when we contrast the the mythical
process of objectivization with that of theoretical, pure empirical thought.

The logical form of empirical thought stands out most sharply when

29
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we consider its highest manifestation, the form and structure of science,
and particularly the principles of an “exact” science of nature. But what is
here achieved to perfection is already under way in the simplest acts of
empirical judgment, in the empirical comparison and coordination of
specific contents of perception. The development of science merely carries
to full actuality and complete logical specification the principles on which,
as Kant said, “the possibility of all perception” rests. In truth, however,
what we call the world of our perception is not simple, not given and self-
evident from the outset, but “is” only insofar as it has gone through certain
basic theoretical acts by which it is apprehended and specified. This univer-
sal relationship is perhaps most evident in the intuitive form of our per-
ceptual world, in its spatial form. The relations of “together,” “separate,”
“side by side” are not just “given” along with our “simple” sensations, the
sensugus “matter” that is ordered in space; they are a highly complex,
thoroughly mediated product of empirical thought. When we attribute
a certain size, position, and distance to things in space, we are not thereby
expressing a simple datum of sensation but are situating the sensory data
in a relationship and system, which proves ultimately to be nothing other
than a relationship of pure judgment. Every articulation in space presup-
poses an articulation in judgment; differences in position, size, and dis-
tance can only be grasped and assigned because the separate sensory im-
pressions are differently regarded by the judgment, because a different
significance is imputed to them. Epistemological and psychological anal-
ysis of the problem of space has thrown light on this relationship from all
sides and established its fundamental truth. Whether with Helmholtz we
speak of “unconscious inferences” or whether we reject this term, which
indeed involves certain dangers and ambiguities, the “transcendental” and
the physiological-psychological investigations both show that the spatial
order of the world of perception, as a whole and in detail, goes back to acts
of identification, differentiation, comparison, and coordination which in
their basic form are purely intellectual acts. It is only when impressions
are articulated through such acts, when they are assigned to different strata
of signification, that articulation “in” space occurs, as an intuitive reflex,
as it were, of this theoretical stratification of signification. And this diverse
stratification of impressions, which we observe for example in physiological
optics, would not be itself possible unless it were grounded in a general
principle. The transition from the world of immediate sensory impression
to the mediated world of intuitive, particularly of spatial, “representation,”
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depends on the fact that in the fleeting series of indifferent impressions the
constant relations in which they recur must gradually assume an indepen-
dent character by which they are differentiated from the perpetual flux
of sensory contents. These constant relationships constitute the fixed struc-
ture and framework of “objectivity.” While naive thinking, undisturbed
by epistemological questions and doubts, speaks candidly of constant
“things” and “attributes,” a critical approach follows this notion back to its
source and ultimate logical foundations and reduces it to the certainty of
such relations, particularly relations of measure and number. It is they
which constitute the reality of the objects of experience. And this means
that every apprehension of a particular empirical thing or specific empirical
occurrence contains within it an act of evaluation. What distinguishes
empirical reality, the constant core of objective being, from the mere world
of representation or imagination, is that in it the permanent is more and
more clearly differentiated from the fluid, the constant from the variable.
The particular sense impression is not simply taken for what it is and
immediately gives; instead we ask: will it be confirmed by experience as
a whole? Only if it stands up under this question and this critical test can
we say that it has been received into the realm of reality and determinate
objective existence. And in no stage of empirical thought and knowledge
is this test, this confirmation, ever at an end; it must always be renewed.
Over and over again the constants of our experience prove to be merely
relative constants which in turn require the support of other, firmer con-
stants. Thus the limits between the objective and the subjective are not
rigidly determined from the first but are formed and determined only in
the progressive development of experience and its theoretical principles. It
is through a constantly renewed intellectual operation that what we call
objective reality changes its shape and is re-created in a new form. This
operation has essentially a critical character. Elements hitherto accepted
as certain, as objective, are continuously rejected when it turns out that they
do not fully accord with the unity of experience, or at least that, measured
by this unity, they possess only a relative and limited and not an absolute
significance/ It is at all times the order, the necessity, of phenomena as 2
whole that serves as a criterion for the truth of the particular empirical
phenomenon and of the “reality” that should be imputed to it. Thus in
“the theoretical organization of the world of experience each particular is
mediately or immediately referred to a universal and measured by its
Fundamentally the “relation of the representation to the object” signifies
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nothing other than this articulation into a larger systematic relationship,
in which a specific place is assigned to it. Thus, in this form of thought,
the mere particular is apprehended in accordance with a concept of law.
The particular reality or occurrence is and exists; but what secures its
existence is that we think it and must think it as an instance of a universal
law, or rather of a sum or system of universal laws. Thus the objectivity
of this world view is an expression of its fully self-contained character,
an expression of the fact that in each particular we must think the form
of the whole, that we must regard the particular merely as a special ex-
pression, a representative of this total form.

From this task empirical thinking derives the logical tools required for
its progressive accomplishment. Although its aim consists in a supreme,
universal synthesis, in the comprehension of all particulars in the thorough-
going unity of ¢xperience, still the only method by which it can attain to
this goal seems to point in the opposite direction. Before the contents can
be reordered, before they can enter into the form of the systematic whole,
they must undergo a transformation; they must be reduced to—and in a
sense dissolved into—ultimate elements which cannot be apprehended by
immediate sensory impression but can be postulated only by theoretical
thought. Without the postulation of such elements, the law-governed
thinking of experience and science would, as it were, lack foundation. For
the undifferentiated contents and configurations of perception as such offer
this thinking no support or basis. They fit into no universal, fixed order,
they nowhere possess the character of truly wnequivocal determination,
but rather, apprehended only in their immediate facticity, represent a pure
flux which defies any attempt to draw sharp and accurate boundaries
through it. Such boundaries can be drawn only when we go back from
the immediate substance and attributes of phenomena to something else
which is itself not phenomenal but must rather be thought as the “ground”
of phenomena. Thus, for example, there can be no formulation of exact
laws of motion as long as we seek the subjects of motion simply in the
realm of concrete perceptible objects. It is only when thinking passes be-
yond this sphere, when it postulates atoms as the true subjects and ideal
elements of motion that it can give mathematical formulation to the
phenomenon of motion. The synthesis toward which empirical thought
strives always presupposes a corresponding analysis and can only be ef-
fected on the basis of such an analysis. Combination presupposes separa-
tion, while the separation aims only at making the combination possible
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and preparing the way for it. In this sense all empirical thinking is in-
trinsically dialectical—if we take the term dialectical in its original his-
torical meaning, given it by Plato, and make it the unity of combination
and differentiation, of owvaywyr) and Siaipeors. The apparent circle of
dialectical thinking is merely an expression of the perpetual cycle of
empirical thought itself, which must always operate at once analytically
and synthetically, progressively and regressively, which must break down
the particular contents into their constitutive factors, in order to re-create
them genetically.

It is through the reciprocal action, the correlation of these two basic
methods, that the world of knowledge gains its characteristic form. What
distinguishes it from the world of sense impressions is not the substance
from which it is built but the new order in which it is encompassed. This
order demands that elements which stand undifferentiated side by side in
immediate perception be gradually distinguished, that what is mere coexist-
ing perception be transposed into an orderly system—a system of causes
and effects. It is in this category of ground and consequence that thought
finds the truly effective instrument of analysis, which in turn makes pos-
sible the new mode of synthesis which it now applies to sensory data.
Where the sensory world view sees only a peaceable coexistence, a con-
glomerate of “things,” empirical-theoretical thinking finds an interpene-
tration, a complex of “conditions.” And in this gradation of conditions
a specific place is assigned to each particular content. Whereas sensory
apprehension contents itself with establishing the “what” of the particular
contents, this mere “what” is now transformed into a “because”; the
mere coexistence or succession of contents in space and time is replaced
by an ideal dependency (a being-grounded-in-one-another). Thus a prog-
ress is achieved from the simplicity of the first unreflecting view of things
to a highly refined and differentiated concept of the object. From the stand-
point of the theoretical world view and its ideal of knowledge, “objective”
no longer means everything that sensation sets before us in its simple ex-
istence and facticity, but only what possesses a guarantee of constancy, of
enduring and thoroughgoing determinacy. Since this determinacy—as any
phenomenon of illusion shows—is not an immediate property of percep-
tions, perceptions are gradually removed from the center of objectivity
which they seemed originally to occupy, toward the periphery. The ob-
jective significance of an element of experience depends no longer on the
sensuous force with which it individually strikes consciousness, but on the
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clarity with which the form, the law of the whole, is expressed and re-
flected in it. Yet since this form does not come into being all at once but
is attained by degrees, the empirical concept of truth is subject to differ-
entiations and gradations. Mere sensory appearance is distinguished from
the empirical truth of the object, which cannot be apprehended imme-
diately but can only be achieved by the progress of theory, of scientific,
law-governed thought. Hence this truth itself is not absolute but has only
a relative character, for it stands and falls with the general conditions un-
der which it must be achieved and with the premises, the “hypotheses,” on
which these conditions rest. Over and over again the constant is differen-
tiated from the variable, the objective from the subjective, truth from ap-
pearance: and it is through this movement that the certainty, the true logi-
cal character of empirical thinking is gained. The positive reality of the
empirical object is constituted through a double negation: through its dif-
ferentiation from the “absolute” on the one hand and from sensory ap-
pearance on the other. This object appears “phenomenal” but it is not
“illusory,” since it is grounded in necessary laws of knowledge, since it is
a phaenomenon bene fundatum. Thus we see that in the sphere of theoreti-
cal thought the general concept of objectivity as well as its concrete realiza-
tions rest on a progressive analysis of the elements of experience, on a
critical operation of the intellect in which the “accidental” is progressively
differentiated from the “essential,” the variable from the constant.

And there is no phase of the empirical consciousness, however primitive,
at which this fundamental character is not clearly discernible. To be sure,
epistemological inquiries often find the beginning of all knowledge in a
state of pure immediacy in which impressions are received and experienced
in their simple sensory properties—without any formation or intellectual
elaboration of any sort. In this state, supposedly, all contents are still
situated on one plane; they are still endowed with a single undifferentiated
character of simple material existence. But it is too readily forgotten that
the purely “naive” stage of the empirical consciousness here presupposed
is itself no fact bur a theoretical construction, that it is fundamentally noth-
ing other than a limiting concept created by epistemological reflection.
Even where empirical perception has not yet developed into the empirical
cognition of abstract science, the empirical consciousness contains im-
plicitly those differentiations and distinctions which in scientific cognition
assume explicit logical form. This has already been shown by the example
of the spatial consciousness, and what is true of space is no less true of the
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other ordering principles by which the “empirical object” is constituted.
For every simple perception implies a “taking-for-true” '—hence a specific
norm and standard of objectivity. On close scrutiny perception is a process
of selection and differentiation which consciousness applies to the chaotic
mass of “impressions.” Out of the mass of impressions which pour in
on consciousness in any given moment of time certain traits must be
retained as recurrent and “typical” as opposed to others which are merely
accidental and transient; certain factors must be stressed and others ex-
cluded as nonessential. Upon such a selection, which we apply to the raw
material of perception as it presses upon us from all sides, rests the sole
possibility of giving it a specific form, hence of obtaining a concrete “ob-
ject”—the sole possibility of relating perception to any object whatsoever.
Thus the objective consciousness of perception and that of scientific ex-
perience do not differ fundamentally but only in degree, insofar as distinc-
tions which are already present in perception are in scientific experience
raised to the form of knowledge, i.c. stabilized in concept and judgment.®

But we are carried one step closer to immediacy when we consider the
type of objects and objectivity that confront us in mythical consciousness.
"Myth too lives in a world of pure forms which it looks upon as thoroughly
objective, indeed as objectivity pure and simple. But its relation to this
world discloses no sign of that decisive “crisis” with which empirical and
conceptual knowledge begin. Its contents, to be sure, are given in an ob-
jective form, as “real contents,” but this form of reality is still completely
homogeneous and undifferentiated. Here the nuances of significance and
value which knowledge creates in its concept of the object, which enable
it to distinguish different spheres of objects and to draw a line between
the world of truth and the world of appearance, are utterly lacking. Myth
lives entirely by the presence of its object—by the intensity with which it
seizes and takes possession of consciousness in a’specific moment. Myth
lacks any means of extending the moment beyond itself, of looking ahead
of it or behind it, of relating it as a particular to the elements of reality as a
whole. Instead of the dialectical movement of thought, in which every
given particular is linked with other particulars in a series and thus ulti-
mately subordinated to a general law and process, we have here a mere
subjection to the impression itself and its momentary “presence.” Con-

1.'German wahrnehmen (to perceive) = wakr (true) + nehmen (to take)./Trans.

2. For a more detailed treatment of these epistemological considerations I must refer the
reader to my Substanzbegriff und Funkrionsbegriff (Berlin, 1910), chs. 4, 6. Eng. trans. by
William C. and M. C. Swabey, Substance and Function (Chicago, 1923).
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sciousness is bound by its mere facticity; it possesses neither the impulsion
nor the means to correct or criticize what is given here and now, to limit
its objectivity by measuring it against something not given, something
past or future. And if this mediate criterion is absent, all “truth” and reality
dissolve into the mere presence of the content, all phenomena are situated
on a single plane. Here there are no different degrees of reality, no con-
trasting degrees of objective certainty. The resultant picture of reality lacks
the dimension of depth—the differentiation of foreground and back-
ground so characteristically effected in the scientific concept with its dis-
tinction between “the ground” and that which is founded on it.

This one characteristic of mythical thinking—which for the present is
set forth only in the most general terms—implies many other features as
its simple and necessary consequences; with it the phenomenology of
myth is already indicated in broad outlines. For indeed, a mere glance at
the facts of mythical consciousness shows that it knows nothing of certain
distinctions which seem absolutely necessary to empirical-scientific think-
ing. Above all, it lacks any fixed dividing line between mere “representa-
tion” and “real” perception, between wish and fulfillment, between image
and thing. This is most clearly revealed by the crucial significance of dream
experience in the genesis and growth of the mythical consciousness. To be
sure, the animistic theory which attempts to derive the whole content of
myth from this one source, which explains myth primarily as a confusion
and mixture of dream experience and waking experience, is unbalanced
and inadequate in this form, given it primarily by Tylor.® But there can be
no doubt that the characteristic structure of certain basic mythical con-
cepts is intelligible only if we consider that for mythical thinking and
mythical “experience” there is always a hovering between the world of
dream and the world of objective realitysEven in a purely practical sense,
in man’s action upon reality as well as his mere representations, certain
dream experiences are accorded the same force and significance, that is
to say the same “truth,” as waking experience. The whole life and activity
of many primitive peoples, even down to trifling details, is determined
and governed by their dreams.* And mythical thinking makes no clearer

3. Walter F. Otto, Die Manen oder Von den Urformen des Totenglaubens (Berlin, 1923),
especially pp. 67 ff., has recently stressed that even the most conspicuous aspects of the primi-
tive concept of the soul, e.g., cannot be fully understood on the basis of dream experience.

4. See the abundant material compiled ui Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, La Mentalité primitive (Paris,

1922). Eng. trans. by Lilian A. Cla.rc, Prmtn:wc Mentality (London and New York, 1923). See
also Brinton, pp. 65 ff.
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distinction between life and death than between sleeping and waking. The
two are related not as being and nonbeing, but as two similar, homo-
geneous parts of the same being. In mythical thinking there is no definite,
clearly delimited moment in which life passes into death and death into
life. It considers birth as a return and death as a survival. In this sense, all
mythical doctrines of immortality have not so much a positive-dogmatic
as a negative significance. The undifferentiated, unreflecting consciousness
refuses to draw a distinction which is not inherent in the immediate con-
tent of experience, but which results only from reflection on the empirical
conditions of life, that is, from a specific form of causal analysis. If all
reality is taken only as it is given in the immediate impression, if it is
regarded as sufficiently certified by the power it exerts on the perceptive,
affective, and active life, then a dead man indeed still “is,” even though
his outward form may have changed, even though his sensory-material
existence may have been replaced by a disembodied shadow existence.
Here—where “to be real” and “to be effective” amount to the same thing—
the fact that the survivor is still connected with him by the emotions of
love, fear, etc. can be expressed and explained only by the survival of the
dead. The analytical discretion which advanced empirical thought exercises
in distinguishing between the manifestations of life and death and be-
tween their empirical presuppositions is here replaced by an undiffer-
entiated intuition of “existence” as such. In this intuition physical existence
does not suddenly break off in the moment of death but merely changes
its scene. All cults of the dead rest essentially on the belief that the dead
also require physical means of preserving their existence, that they require
their food, clothing, and possessions. While at the level of thoughs, of
metaphysics, the mind must seek proofs for the survival of the soul after
death, the contrary relation prevails in the beginnings of human culture.
It is not immortality, but mortality that must here be “proved,” i.. that
must little by little be ascertained theoretically, through dividing lines
which progressive reflection draws in the content of immediate experience.

This characteristic interpenetration, this indifference of all the various
levels of objectivization, which are distinguished by empirical thinking
and the critical understanding, must be kept constantly in mind if instead
of reflecting on the contents of the mythical consciousness from the out-
side we wish to understand them from within. We are accustomed to view
these contents as “symbolic,” to seek behind them another, hidden sense
to which they mediately refer. Thus, myth becomes mystery: its true
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significance and depth lie not in what its configurations reveal but in what
they conceal. The mythical consciousness resembles a code which is in-
telligible only to those who possess the key to it—i.e. for whom the partic-
ular contents of this consciousness are merely conventional signs for some-
thing “other,” which is not contained in them. From this result the various
types and trends of myth interpretation—the attempts to disclose the
meaning, whether metaphysical or ethical, that is concealed in myths.®
Medieval philosophers distinguished three levels of interpretation, a
sensus allegoricus, a sensus anagogicus and a sensus mysticus. And even the
Romantics, though they strove to replace the allegorical view of myth by
a purely tautegorical interpretation, that is, to understand the basic
phenomena of mythology in themselves and not through their relation
to something else, did not fundamentally overcome “allegoresis.” Both
Creuzer in his Symbolik und Mythologie der alten Vilker and Johann von
Gorres in his Mythengeschichte der asiatischen Welt (1810) looked on
myth as an allegorical, symbolic language concealing a secret meaning,
a purely ideal content which can be glimpsed behind its images. But if
we examine myth itself, what it is and what it rows itself to be, we see
that this separation of the ideal from the real, this distinction between a
world of immediate reality and a world of mediate signification, this op-
position of “image” and “object,” is alien to it. Only observers who no
longer live in it but reflect on it read such distinctions into myth. Where
we see mere “representation,” myth, insofar as it has not yet deviated from
its fundamental and original form, sees real identity. The “image” does
not represent the “thing”; it #s the thing; it does not merely stand for the
object, but has the same actuality, so that it replaces the thing’s immediate
presence. Consequently, mythical thinking lacks the category of the ideal,
and in order to apprehend pure signification it must transpose it into a
material substance or being. This is true in all stages of mythical thinking,
but it is nowhere expressed so clearly as in mythical action. In all mythical
action a true substantiation is effected at some moment; the subject of the
action is transformed into a god or a demon whom it represents. This
fundamental characteristic of myth can be followed from the most primi-
tive manifestations of the magical world view to the highest expressions of
the religious spirit. It has rightly been stressed that rite precedes myth.

5. On the history of the interpretation of myths cf. Otto Gruppe, Geschichte der klassischen
Myzhologic und Religionsgeschichte wihrend des Mittelalters im Abendland und wikrend der
Neuzeit (Leipzig, 1921).
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Rites cannot be explained as a mere representation of beliefs; on the con-
trary, the part of myth which belongs to the world of theoretical repre-
sentation, which is mere record or accredited narrative, must be understood
as a mediate interpretation of the part which resides immediately in the
activity of man and in his feelings and will. Seen in this light, rites are not
originally “allegorical”; they do not merely copy or represent but are ab-
solutely real; they are so woven into the reality of action as to form an
indispensable part of it. At the most divergent stages of cultural develop-
ment we find the belief recurring in innumerable forms that the continu-
ance of human life, indeed the very survival of the world itself, depends on
the correct execution of rites. Preuss tells us that the Cora and Uitoto
Indians attach more importance to the performance of the sacred rites,
the observance of festivals, than to the product of all their agricultural
efforts—for it is on the rites that all growth and fertility depend. The cult
is the true instrument by which man subjects the world, not so much in a
spiritual as in a purely physical sense; the creator’s principal benefit to
man was to endow him with the various forms of the cult by which he
might subject the forces of nature. For despite its regular course nature
yields nothing without ceremonies.® And this transposition of reality into
magical-mythical action as well as the immediate reaction of this practice
upon reality occurs in both a subjective and objective sense. It is no mere
play that the dancer in a mythical drama is enacting; the dancer 7s the
god, he becomes the god. This basic sense of identity, of identification, is
manifested most particularly in fertility rites celebrating the death and
resurrection of the god. What happens in these rites, as in most of the
mystery cults, is no mere imitative portrayal of an event but is the event
itself; it is a Spduevov, that is, a real and thoroughly effective action.” This

6. Cf. the following by Konrad T. Preuss: “Urspriinge der Religion und Kunst,” p. 336; Die
Nayarit-Expedition (Leipzig, 1912), 1, Ixviii, Ixxxix ff.; Religion und Mythologie der Ustoro,
2 vols. Gottingen and Leipzig, 1921~23), , 123 ff.; and “Die hichste Gottheit bei den kul-
turarmen Volkern,” Psychologische Forschung, 2 (1922), 165.

7. For the ancient mysteries cf. particularly Richard Reitzenstein, Die hellenistischen Mys-
terienreligionen (2d ed. Leipzig, 1920), and the decisive documentation in Hermann K.
Usener, “Heilige Handlung,” Kleine Schriften (4 vols. Leipzig, 1912-14), 4, 424. Only in
one passage in Clement of Alexandria—according to Karel H. E. de Jong, Das antike Mys-
terienwesen in religionsgeschichtlicher, ethnologischer, und psychologischer Beleuchtung (Ley-
den, 1909), p. 19—are the mythical ceremonies called a drama; usually they are referred to as
dromena, which as a rule means ceremonies, particularly secret ones—never a theatrical per-
formance. And there is no rite without dancing: when someone betrays the mysteries, he is
said not to speak them out but to “dance them out.” The same is true of the rites of primitive
peoples. “The animal and ghost dances both have a magic purpose,” Preuss remarks. “No
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form of mime, to which we can trace all dramatic art, is never a mere
aesthetic play; it is tragic and serious—with the seriousness characteristic
of the sacred action itself. Consequently, the term “analogy magic,” com-
monly used for a certain kind of magic undertaking, does not express the
true meaning of this magic; for where we see mere sign and similarity,
magical consciousness and perception see the object itself. Only in this light
is belief in magic intelligible: those who believe in it not only believe in
the efficacy of magic as a means to something else, but are convinced that
in it they possess the very thing itself.

This inability of mythical thinking to apprehend pure ideal significa-
tion, is strikingly revealed by its relation to language. Myth and language
are inseparable and mutually condition each other. Word and name magic
are, like image magic, an integral part of the magical world view. But in
all this the basic presupposition is that word and name do not merely have
a function of describing or portraying but contain within them the object
and its real powers. Word and name do not designate and signify, they
are and act. In the mere sensuous matter of language, in the mere sound
of the human voice, there resides a peculiar power over things. Primitive
peoples “exorcise” threatening events and catastrophe, seek to avert
eclipses, storms, etc. by song and loud outcry and noise-making.® But the
mythical-magical power of language is truly manifested in articulated
sound. The formed word is itself restricted and individual: each word
governs a specific realm of being, over which it may be said to exert un-
limited and sovereign power. And it is most of all the proper name that
is bound by mysterious ties to the individuality of an essence. Even today
we often feel this peculiar awe of the proper name—this feeling that it is
not outwardly appended to a man, but is in some way a part of him. “A
man’s name,” reads a familiar passage in Goethe’s Dichtung und Wahrheit,

~“is not like a cloak that merely hangs around him, that may be loosened
and tightened at will; it is a perfectly fitting garment. It grows over him
like his very skin; one cannot scrape and scratch at it without injuring the
man himself.” But for original mythical thinking the name is even more
than such a skin: it expresses what is innermost and essential in the man,
mythical narratives are represented, and the purpose is never the mere representation of scenes
and ideas. This can only come about when the dances have become profane or reached a higher

stage of development.” “Ursprung der Religion und Kunst,” p. 392.
8. For primitive peoples cf. ibid., p. 384. For documentation of the same phenomenon in

ancient literature cf. Erwin Rohde, Psyche. Seelencult und Unsterblichkeitsglaube der Griechen
(2d ed. Tiibingen and Leipzig, 1898), 2, 28, n. 2; 77.
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and it positively “is” this innermost essence. Name and personality merge.?
In rites of initiation a man is given a new name because what he receives
in the rite is a new self.!® The name of a god above all constitutes a real
part of his essence and efficacy. It designates the sphere of energies within
which each deity is and acts. In prayer, hymns, and all forms of religious
discourse great care must be taken to address each god by the appropriate
name, for he will accept the proffered sacrifice only if he is invoked in
the proper way. Among the Romans the ability to invoke the right god
in suitable form was developed into an art, which was practiced by the
pontifices and set forth in the indigitamenta which they administered.**
And elsewhere in religious history we encounter the view that the true
nature of the god, the power and diversity of his action, is contained and,
as it were, concentrated in his name. In it rests the secret of divine pleni-
tude: the diversity of God’s names, the many names of the divine, indeed,
the thousands of names, are a true indication of His omnipotence. The
part which this belief in the power of the divine name plays in the books
of the Old Testament is well known.*? In Egypt, which as the classical
land of magic and specifically of name magic has most clearly developed
this trait in its religious history, the universe is considered to have been
created by the divine logos, and the first god himself is held to have been
created by the power of his own mighty name: in the beginning was the
name, which from out of itself brought forth all being, including divine
being/ He who knows the true name of a god or demon has unlimited
power over the bearer of the name; an Egyptian legend tells how Isis, the
great enchantress, tricked Ra, the sun god, into revealing his name to her,
and how she thus gained dominion over him and all the other gods.'3

9. In Roman law slaves had no name, because from a legal point of view they had no
personality. See Theodor Mommsen, Rémisches Staatsrecht (3 vols. Leipzig, 1887-88), 1,
203, cited in Rudolf Hirzel, Der Name. Ein Beitrag zu seiner Geschichte im Altertum und
besonders bei den Griechen, Abhandlungen der kéniglichen Sichsischen Gesellschaft der Wis-
senschaften, Vol. 26 (Leipzig, 1918).

10. There are numerous examples of this in Brinton, pp. 86 ff.; also in Edwin O. James,
Primitive Ritual and Belief (London, Methuen, 1917), pp. 16 ff.; Arnold van Gennep, Les
Rites de passage (Paris, E. Nourry, 1909).

11. See Georg Wissowa, Religion und Kultus der Rémer (2d ed. Munich, 1912), p. 37.
Cf. Eduard Norden, Agnostos theos. Untersuchung zur Formengeschichte religiset Rede
(Leipzig and Berlin, 1913), pp. 144 ff.

12. Cf. Friedrich Giesebrecht, Die alttestamentliche Schitzung des Gottesnamens und ihre
religionsgeschichtliche Grundlage (Konigsberg, 1902).

13. Concerning this “omnipotence of the name” and its cosmological significance see my
Sprache und Mythos. It may be pointed out in passing that the belief in the “substantiality”
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And the image, like the name, of a person or thing reveals the indiffer-
ence of mythical thinking toward distinctions in the “stage of objectiviza-
tion.” For mythical thinking all contents crowd together into a single plane
of reality; everything perceived possesses as such a character of reality; the
image like the word is endowed with real forces. It not only represents the
thing for the subjective reflection of a third party, an observer; it is a part
of its reality and efficacy. A man’s image like his name is an alter ego: what
happens to the image happens to the man himself.** Thus image magic and
object magic are never sharply differentiated. The instrument of magic can
equally well be a man’s image or a physical part of him, such as his nails or
his hair. If an enemy’s image is stuck with pins or pierced by arrows, he
himself will suffer immediately. And it is not alone this passive efficacy
that images possess. They may exert an active power, equivalent to that of
the object itself. A wax model of an object is the same and acts the same as
the object it represents.’ A man’s shadow plays the same role as his image
or picture. It is a real part of him and subject to injury; every injury to
the shadow affects the man himself. One must not step on a man’s shadow
for fear of bringing sickness upon him. Certain primitive peoples are said
to grow terrified at the sight of a rainbow, because they regard it as a net

of the word, which dominates all mythical thinking, may be observed in almost unchanged
form in certain pathological phenomena, where it secems to follow from the same mental
condition, an intermingling of stages of objectivization which in critical thinking and ana-
lytical concept formation are kept apart. Important and instructive in this respect is a case
reported by Paul Schilder in Wakn und Erkenntnis, Eine psychopathologische Studie, Mono-
graphien aus dem Gesamtgebiete der Neurologie und Psychiatrie, Vol. 75 (Berlin, 1918), pp.
66 ff. The patient in question is asked what is most powerful in the world and replies
“words.” The heavenly bodies, he says, “give” certain words, and by the knowledge of these
words men dominate things. And not only every word as a whole, but each of its parts,
is effective in the same way. The patient was convinced, e.g., that words such as *“chaos”
can be broken apart and that the pieces will also have meaning; his relation “to his words
was the same as that of the chemist to a complex composite substance.”

14. A large number of examples for this are cited from the Chinese cultural sphere by
Jan J. M. de Groot, The Religious System of China (6 vols. Leyden, E. J. Brill, 1892~1910).
See 4, 340 ff.: “An image, especially if pictorial or sculptured, and thus approaching close
to the reality, is an alter ego of the living reality, an abode of its soul, nay, it is that reality
itself. By myriads are such images made of the dead, expressly to enable mankind to keep
the latter in their immediate presence, as protectors and advisers. . . . Such intense associa-
tion is, in fact, the very backbone of China’s inveterate idolatry and fetish-worship, and,
accordingly, a phenomenon of paramount importance in her Religious System.”

15. Characteristic examples of this may be found in E. A. T. W. Budge, “Magical Pic-
tures,” in Egyptian Magic (2d ed. London, 1901), pp. 104 ff,
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thrown out by a mighty magician to catch their shadows.!® In West Africa

-a man is sometimes secretly murdered by means of a nail or knife thrust
into his shadow.*” The animistic attempt to account for this importance of
the shadow by equating a man’s shadow with his soul is probably a later
reflection, which we inject into the manifestations of mythical thinking.
Actually, we seem to be dealing with a far simpler and more fundamental
identification—the identification which joins waking and dreaming, name
and thing, etc., and which stands in the way of any strict differentiation
between “reality” and “copy.” For a distinction of this sort would demand
something more than mere intuitive immersion in the content itself; in-
stead of apprehending the particular contents in their mere presence, the
understanding would have to trace them back to the conditions of their
genesis in consciousness and to the principle of causality governing this
genesis: and this in turn would presuppose a kind of logical analysis which
is totally absent in mythical thinking.

Mythical thinking is, in general, distinguished from a purely theoretical
world view as much by its concept of causality as by its concept of the
object. For the two concepts condition each other: the form of causal
thinking determines the form of objective thinking, and vice versa. Mythi-
cal thinking is by no means lacking in the universal category of cause and
effect, which is in a sense one of its very fundamentals. This is evidenced
not only by the mythical cosmogonies and theogonies which seek to
answer the question of the origin of the world and the birth of the gods
but by any number of mythical legends possessing wholly explicative
character, i.. seeking to provide an “explanation” for the origin of some
concrete thing, e.g. the sun, the moon, man, or some species of animal or
plant. And the culture myths, which trace a cultural heritage back to a
hero or savior, belong to the same class. But mythical causality is dis-
tinguished from the scientific principle of causality by the very charac-
teristic to which the opposition between the two concepts of the object
ultimately reduces itself. According to Kant the principle of causality is a
synthetic principle which enables us to spell out phenomena and so read
them as experience. But this causal synthesis, like the synthesis which takes
place in the concept of the object, involves a very specific analysis. Here

16. See the abundant ethnological material assembled by James G. Frazer in “Taboo and
the Perils of the Soul,” The Golden Bough (3d ed. London, 1911-15), Vol. 3, Pt. II, p. 77.
17. Mary H. Kingsley, West African Studies (London and New York, 1899), p. 207.
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again synthesis and analysis are necessary complements to each other. It is a
fundamental flaw in Hume’s psychology and his psychological critique of
the concept of causality that he does not sufficiently recognize this
analytical function. According to Hume every representation of causality
should ultimately be derived from the representation of mere coexistence.
Two contents which have appeared together in consciousness with suffi-
cient frequency are ultimately transposed, through the mediating psy-
chological function of “imagination,” from a relationship of mere conti-
guity, of mere spatial coexistence or temporal succession, into a causal
relation. Mere local or temporal contiguity is transformed into causality
by a simple mechanism of “association.” But in truth, scientific knowledge
gains its causal concepts and judgments by an exactly opposite process.
Through these concepts and judgments contents which are contiguous for
immediate sensory impression are progressively dissected and assigned to
different complexes of conditions. In mere perception a specific state 4 in
moment 4; is followed by another state B in moment 4,. But regardless
of how often it is repeated, this succession would not lead to the idea that
A is the “cause” of B—the post hoc would never become a propter hoc—
unless a mediating concept intervened. From total state 4 thought isolates
a specific factor o, which it links with a factor 8 in B. That @ and 8 stand
in a necessary relation to each other, a relation of “cause” and “effect,” of
“condition” and “conditioned,” is not passively read from a given percep-
tion or number of perceptions: we put it to the test by bringing about the
condition by itself and then secking the effect connected with it. Partic-
ularly the physical experiment on which causal judgments in physics
finally depend is always based on such an analysis of an occurrence into
different spheres of conditions, different strata of relations. Through this
progressive analysis the spatial-temporal event, which was initially given
to us as a mere play of impressions, a “rhapsody of perceptions,” takes on
the new meaning which stamps it as a causal happening. The particular
occurrence is no longer considered merely as such: it becomes the vehicle
and expression of a universal, comprehensive lawfulness that is represented
in it. The twitching of the frog’s leg in Galvani’s laboratory did not in
itself, as an unanalyzed phenomenon, prove the new force of “galvanism”
but proved it through the analytical and logical process linked with it. The
causal connections created by science do not merely register and repeat
sensory, empirical data; on the contrary, they interrupt the mere contiguity
of the elements of experience: contents which in empirical existence stand
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side by side are differentiated according to their “ground” and “essence,”
while for the conceptual structure of reality others which lie far apart
from the immediate sensory view move close together and are related
to one another. It was thus that Newton discovered a new causal concept
of gravitation, through which such diverse phenomena as the free fall of
bodies, the orbit of the planets, and the tides were grasped as a unity and
subjected to one and the same universal rule.

This isolating abstraction, which singles out a specific factor in a total
complex as a “condition,” is alien to mythical thinking. Here every simul-
taneity, every spatial coexistence and contact, provide a real causal “se-
quence.” It has even been called a principle of mythical causality and of the
“physics” based on it that one take every contact in time and space as an
immediate relation of cause and effect. The principles of post koc, ergo
propter koc and juxta hoc, ergo propter hoc are characteristic of mythical
thinking. Animals which appear in a certain season are, for example, com-
monly looked upon as the bringers, the cause of this season: for the mythi-
cal view, it is the swallow that makes the summer.'® “Networks of fan-
tastically arbitrary relations,” writes Oldenberg in connection with the
magical and sacrificial usages of the Vedic religion,

embrace all the beings whose action is believed to explain the structure
of sacrifice and its effect on the world process and on the 1. They act on
one another by contact, by the number inherent in them, by something
attaching to them. . . . They fear one another, penetrate one another,
interweave and pair with one another. . . . One passes into the other,
becomes the other, is a form of the other, is the other. . . . It would
seem that once two representations find themselves in a certain prox-
imity, it is impossible to keep them apart.'®

If this is true, we must come to the astonishing conclusion that Hume, in
attempting to analyze the causal judgment of science, rather revealed a
source of all mythical explanations of the world. The linguistic term
“polysynthetic” has indeed been applied to the mythical imagination, and

18. Cf. Preuss, “Ursprung der Religion und Kunst.” For the mythical principle of juxta
hoc, ergo propter hoc cf. the abundant documentation compiled by Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, Les
Fonctions mentales dans les sociétés inférieures (Paris, 1910). German trans., Das Denken
der Naturvilker (Leipzig and Vienna, 1921), pp. 252 ff. Eng. trans. by Lilian A. Clare,
How Natives Think (New York, 1926).

19. Oldenberg, Die Lehre der Upanishaden und die Anfinge des Buddhismus (Gottingen,
Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1915), pp. 20 f.
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the term has been explained as meaning that for the mythical imagination
there is no separation of a total complex into its elements, but that only
a single undivided totality is represented—a totality in which there has
been no “dissociation” of separate factors, particularly of the factors of ob-
jective perception and subjective feeling.?® Preuss has illustrated the differ-
ence between the mythical-complex view and the analytical conceptual
approach by a reference to the cosmological and religious conceptions of
the Cora Indians: here no individual star or planet, or the moon or sun, is
predominant; the heavenly bodies are worshiped as an undifferentiated
whole. The apprehension of the night sky or the daytime sky in its totality,
be says, precedes that of the particular heavenly bodies: “the whole was
apprehended as a unitary being and the religious conceptions connected
with the heavenly bodies often confounded them with the sky as a whole;
they could not free themselves from the total view.” 2! But in line with our
discussion up to this point we now recognize that this often stressed aspect
of mythical thinking 22 is not external or accidental but follows necessarily
from the structure of such thinking. Here in a sense we have the reverse
of the important epistemological insight that the basic logical function of
the scientific concept of causality does not consist merely in “combining,”
either by the imagination or by the understanding, elements already given
in perception, but must on the contrary first determine these elements as
such. As long as this determination is absent we shall lack all those divid-
ing lines which separate the different objects and spheres of objects for
our advanced empirical consciousness, shot through as it is with causal
inferences.

Whereas empirical thinking is essentially directed toward establishing
an unequivocal relation between specific “causes” and specific “effects,”
mythical thinking, even where it raises the question of origins as such, has
a free selection of causes at its disposal. Anything can come from anything,
because anything can stand in temporal or spatial contact with anything.
Whereas empirical thinking speaks of “change” and seeks to understand
it on the basis of a universal rule, mythical thinking knows only a simple
metamorphosis (taken in the Ovidian, not in the Goethean sense). When

20. Lévy-Bruhl, Das Denken der Naturvélker, p. 30.

21. Preuss, Die Nayarit-Expedition, pp. 1 fi. Cf. idem, Die geistige Kultur der Naturvélher
(Leipzig and Berlin, 1914), pp. g ff.

22. Cf. Richard Thurnwald, “Das Problem des Totemismus,” Anthropos, 13 (1918), 1094~

1113. Thurnwald speaks not of a “complex” thinking but of a “thinking in full-page pictures”
Denken in Vollbildern.
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scientific thinking considers the fact of change, it is not essentially con-
cerned with the transformation of a single given thing into another; on the
contrary, it regards this transformation as possible and admissible only
insofar as a universal law is expressed in it, insofar as it is based on certain
functional relations and determinations which can be regarded as valid
independently of the mere here and now and of the constellation of things
in the here and now. Mythical “metamorphosis,” on the other hand, is
always the record of an individual event—a change from one individual
and concrete material form to another. The cosmos is fished out of the
depths of the sea or molded from a tortoise; the earth is shaped from the
body of a great beast or from a lotus blossum floating on the water; the
sun is made from a stone, men from rocks or trees. All these heterogeneous
mythical explanations, chaotic and lawless as they may seem in their mere
content, reveal one and the same approack to the world. Whereas the
scientific causal judgment dissects an event into constant elements and
seeks to understand it through the complex mingling, interpenetration,
and constant conjunction of these elements, mythical thinking clings to
the total representation as such and contents itself with picturing the simple
course of what happens. In this event certain typical traits may be repeated,
but still there can be no question of a rule, of specific limiting formal con-
ditions.

However, even the contrast between law and arbitrariness, necessity and
contingency must be critically analyzed and more closely defined before
it is applicable to the relation between mythical and scientific thinking.
Leucippus and Democritus seem to express the very principle of a scien-
tific explanation of the world and its definitive break with myth when they
set forth the proposition that nothing in the world happens at random,
that everything happens out of reason and by necessity (o0bér xpfipa
pdry yiverat, dANa mdvra ék Néyov Te kal vm’ dvdykys). And yet at first
glance this principle of causality seems to apply no less, but indeed to an
even greater degree, to the structure of the mythical world. Inability to
conceive of an event that is in any sense “accidental” has, in any case,
been called characteristic of mythical thinking. Often where we from the
standpoint of science speak of “accident,” mythical consciousness insists on
a cause and in every single case postulates such a cause. For primitive
peoples a catastrophe that descends on the land, an injury which a man
suffers, sickness, and death are never “accidental”; they always go back
to magical interventions as their true causes. Death in particular never
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occurs “of itself” but is always brought about by magic influence.?® In this
light, mythical thinking seems to be so far from an arbitrary lawlessness
that on the contrary we are tempted rather to speak of a kind of hyper-
trophy of the causal “instinct” and of a need for causal explanation. Indeed,
the proposition that nothing in the world happens by accident and every-
thing by conscious purpose has sometimes been called fundamental to the
mythical world view.2*

Here again it is not the concept of causality as such but the specific form
of causal explanation which underlies the difference and contrast between
the two spiritual worlds. It is as though the conceptual consciousness and
the mythical consciousness applied the lever of explanation at entirely
different points. Science is content if it succeeds in apprehending the in-
dividual event in space and time as a special instance of a general law
but asks no further “why” regarding the individualization as such, regard-
ing the here and now. The mythical consciousness, on the other hand,
applies its “why” precisely to the particular and unique. It “explains” the
individual event by postulating individual acts of the will. Even though
our causal concepts are directed toward the apprehension and specification
of the particular, although in fulfilling this purpose they differentiate
themselves and complement and determine one another, nevertheless they
always leave a certain sphere of indeterminacy surrounding the particular.
For precisely as concepts they cannot exhaust concrete-intuitive existence
and events; they cannot exhaust all the countless “modifications” of the
general rule, which may occur at any particular time. Here every particular
is indeed subject to the universal but cannot be fully deduced from it alone.
Even the “special laws of nature” represent something new and specific as
opposed to the general principle, the principle of causality as such. They
are subject to this principle; they fall #nder it, but in their concrete formu-
lation they are not postulated 4y it and they cannot be determined by it
alone.

Here theoretical thinking and natural science encounter the problem of
the “accidental”—for in this connection “accidental” does not mean what
deviates from the form of universal necessity but what rests on a modifica-
tion of this form that is not wholly deducible. If theoretical thought wishes
in some way to apprehend and specify this element which, from the

23. For examples from African religions see Carl Meinhof, “Schriftlose Religionen,” in
Die Religionen der Afrikanen (Oslo, 1926), pp. 15 ff.
24. Cf. Brinton, pp. 47 ff.; Lévy-Bruhl, La Mentalité primitive.
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standpoint of the general law of causality, is “accidental,” it must—as the
Kritik der Urtheilskraft has shown in detail—move into another category.
The purely causal principle is now replaced by the principle of purpose:
what we call purposiveness is really the “lawfulness of the accidental.” 23

Myth, however, takes the opposite path. It begins with the intuition of
purposive action—for all the forces of nature are for myth nothing other
than expressions of a demonic or divine will. This principle constitutes the
source of light, which for myth progressively illuminates the whole of
reality and outside of which there is no possibility of understanding the
world. For scientific thought, to “understand” an event means nothing
else than to reduce it to certain universal conditions, to subordinate it to
that universal complex of conditions which we call “nature.” A phenom-
enon such as the death of a man is understood if we succeed in assigning
a place to it within this complex—if we can recognize it as necessary on the
basis of the physiological conditions of life. But even if myth could con-
ceive this necessity of the universal “process of nature,” the mythical con-
sciousness would regard it as mere accident because it leaves unexplained
precisely what holds the interest and attention of myth, namely the here
and now of the particular case, the death of precisely zAis man, at this
particular time. This individual aspect of the event seems to become under-
standable only if we can reduce it to something no less individual, to a
personal act of the will, which as a free act requires and is susceptible of no
further explanation. Pure cognition tends to think of all freedom of action
as determined by an unequivocal causal order; myth, on the contrary, dis-
solves all determination of events into a freedom of action: both have “ex-
plained” an occurrence when they have interpreted it from their own
specific point of view.

Linked with this form of causality is another trait which has always been
stressed as characteristic of the mythical world view, namely the peculiar
relation it assumes between the whole of a concrete object and its particular
parts. For our empirical apprehension the whole consists of its parts; for
the logic of natural science, for the logic of the analytical-scientific concept
of causality, it results from them; for the mythical view neither of these
propositions applies; here there prevails a true indifference, both in thought
and practice, between the whole and its parts. The whole does not “have”
parts and does not break down into them; the part is immediately the

25. Cf. the analysis of the Kritik der Urtheilskraft in my Kants Leben und Lehre (3d ed.
Berlin, 1922), pp. 310 ff.
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whole and functions as such. This relationship, this principle of the pars
pro toto has also been designated as a basic principle of primitive logic.
However, the part does not merely represent the whole, but “really”
specifies it; the relationship is not symbolic and intellectual, but real and
material. The part, in mythical terms, is the same thing as the whole,
because it is a real vehicle of efficacy—because everything which it incurs
or does is incurred or done by the whole at the same time. The conscious-
ness of the part as such, as a “mere” part, does not belong to the immediate,
naive intuition of reality but is achieved only by that analytical and syn-
thetic function of mediating thought which goes back from objects as
concrete material units to their constitutive conditions. If one follows the
history of scientific thinking, the concept of causality and the category of
the whole and the parts are seen to develop hand in hand; both belong
to one and the same direction of analysis. The question of the origin of
being as set forth in the beginnings of Greek speculation is distinguished
from the same question of origins as embodied in the mythical cosmogonies
by its concern with the “elements” of being. The dpx] in its new philosoph-
ical sense, in the sense of “principle,” now signifies both origin and element.
Not only does the world originate in the primal water as in myth; water
is also its substance, its material constituent. And even though this con-
stituent is still sought in a single concrete original substance, the concept
of the element soon begins to shift as the physical view of the world is
replaced by mathematical intuition and the basic form of mathematical
analysis. It is no longer earth, air, water, and fire that constitute the “ele-
ments” of things—and it is no longer the semimythical forces of “love”
and “hate” which fuse and sunder these elements; the new mathematical-
physical cosmos is constituted by the simplest spatial figures and move-
ments and the necessary laws according to which they are ordered. In the
genesis of the ancient atomic theory one can clearly see how it is the new
concept of “the ground,” of causality that demanded and called forth a
new concept of “element” and a new relation between the whole and its
parts. The idea of the atom is only a single factor in the development of
the general view manifested in Democritus’ concept of natural law, of
etiology.?® And the ulterior development of the concept of the atom in
the course of scientific history fully confirms this relationship. Atoms were
regarded as the ultimate, irreducible parts of matter only as long as the

26. Cf. my account of the history of Greek philosophy in Lehrbuch der Philosophie, ed.
Max Dessoir (Berlin, 1925), Vol. z.

)
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analysis of change seemed to find an ultimate foundation in them. But once
the causal analysis of change into its particular factors advanced beyond
these foundations, the picture of the atom changed. It broke down into
other, simpler elements which were then postulated as the true vehicles of
change, the basis on which the determining causal relations could be
formulated. Thus we see that the divisions and subdivisions of reality
which scientific cognition undertakes are merely an expression and as it
were a conceptual cloak for the necessary relations by which science seeks
to comprehend and unambiguously determine the world of change. Here
the whole is not so much the sum of its parts as a construct of their mutual
relation; it signifies the unity of the dynamic connection in which each one
participates and which it helps to accomplish.

Here myth shows us the opposite side of this relationship, permitting us
to prove our point inversely. Because myth lacks the form of causal analysis,
it cannot know the sharp dividing line which only this form of thought
creates between the whole and its parts. Even where empirical intuition
seems, of itself so to speak, to give us inwardly differentiated things, myth
replaces this sensuous separation and contiguity by a characteristic form
of interpenetration. The whole and its parts are interwoven, their des-
tinies are linked, as it were—and so they remain even after they have been
detached from one another in pure fact. Even after such separation the
fate of the part hangs over the whole as well. Anyone who acquires the
most insignificant bodily part of a man—or even his name, his shadow, his
reflection in a mirror, which for myth are also real “parts” of him—has
thereby gained power over the man, has taken possession of him, has
achieved magical power over him. From a purely formal point of view
the whole phenomenology of magic goes back to this one basic premise,
which clearly distinguishes the complex intuition of myth from the ab-
stract, or more precisely abstracting and analytical, concept.

The workings of this form of thought can be followed in respect to
time as well as space: it makes over the intuition of succession and simul-
taneity in its own mold. In boths cases mythical thinking has a tendency to
thwart that analytical dissection of reality into independent partial factors
and partial conditions, with which the scientific approach to nature begins
and which remains typical of it. According to the view underlying “sym-
pathetic magic” there is a general link, a true causal nexus, between all
things whose spatial proximity or whose membership in the same material
whole designates them, however externally, as “belonging together.” To
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leave remnants of food about, or the bones of animals one has eaten, in-
volves grave dangers, for anything that happens to these remains through
hostile magic influences will at the same time happen to the food in the
body and to the man who has eaten it. The cuttings of a man’s hair and
nails and his excrement must be buried or burned to prevent them from
falling into the hands of a hostile magician. Among certain Indian tribes
if an enemy’s spittle can be obtained, it is enclosed in a potato and hung
in the chimney: as the spittle dries in the smoke, the enemy’s strength
dwindles with it.2” As we see, the “sympathetic” relationship assumed to
exist between the different parts of the body is totally indifferent to their
physical and spatial separation. This relationship annuls any breakdown
of a total organism into its parts, any clear specification of what the parts
are for themselves and what they mean for the whole. Whereas science in
its exposition and explanation of biological phenomena splits the total
process of the organism into characteristic activities and functions, myth
accomplishes no such breakdown into elementary processes, hence no true
“articulation” of the organism itself. Any part of the body, however “in-
organic,” e.g. the nail or the little toe, is equal to any other in its magical
significance for the whole; instead of organic development, which always
presupposes organic differentiation, simple equivalence prevails. Here
again we have a simple coexistence of material pieces without any super-
ordination and subordination of functions differentiated according to their
particular conditions. And just as the physical parts of the organism are
not sharply distinguished according to their importance, so the temporal
specifications of the process, the particular moments in time, are not dif-
ferentiated according to their caysal significance. If a warrior is wounded
by an arrow, he can, according to magical conceptions, heal or diminish
his pain by hanging the arrow in a cool place or smearing it with an oint-
ment. ,
Strange as this kind of “causality” may seem to us, it becomes compre-
hensible when we consider that here arrow and wound, “cause” and
“effect,” are still simple, unanalyzed material units. From the standpoint
of science one thing is never simply the cause of another; its effect on this
thing is produced only under very specific determining circumstances and
above all in a rigidly delimited moment of time. The causal relation is not
so much a relation between things, as a relation between changes which
occur in certain objects at specific times. Through this attention to the
27. Cf. Frazer, Golden Bough, Vol. 3, Pt. II, pp. 126 ff., 258 ff., 287 ff., etc.
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temporal course of a process and its dissection into different, clearly de-
limited “phases,” causal relationships become more and more complex
and mediate as science progresses. The arrow can no longer be considered
as the cause of the wound; what happens is rather that in a certain moment
(1) in which it penetrates the body the arrow provokes a certain change
in it and that this change is followed (in the ensuing moments 2, £5, etc.)
by other specific changes and series of changes in the bodily organism, all
of which must be considered necessary partial conditions of the wound.
Because myth and magic nowhere undertake this analysis into partial
conditions, each possessing only a specific relative value within the causal
relationship as a whole, they fundamentally recognize no specific barriers
between either the moments of time or the parts of a spatial whole. Sym-
pathetic magic passes over spatial as well as temporal differences: the dis-
solution of spatial contiguity, the physical separation of a part from the
whole of the body does not annul the causal relationship between them,
and similarly, “before” and “after,” “earlier” and “later” merge with one
another. In more precise terms, magic has no need to creaze a connection
between spatially and temporally separate elements (such a connection
is only a mediate, reflexive expression of their relationship); on the con-
trary magic forestalls such a separation into elements from the very outset;
and even where empirical intuition seems to present such a separation,
it is at once annulled by magical intuition. The tension between elements
separated in space and time is dissolved in the simple identity of the
magical “cause.” 28

A further consequence of this barrier which confronts mythical think-
ing is evident in the material-substantial view of action that is everywhere
characteristic of it. The logical-causal analysis of action is essentially
directed toward breaking down the given into simple isolated processes
whose regularity we can observe; but even where the mythical view turns
its attention to the process, even where it inquires into the genesis and
origin, it links this “genesis” with a concrete, given substance. It knows
and apprehends the process of action only as a simple change from one
concrete, individual substance to another. In scientific analysis the road
runs from the “thing” to the “condition,” from “substantial” to “functional”

28. In my study Die Begriffsform im mythischen Denken, Studien der Bibliothek Warburg,
Vol. 1 (Leipzig and Berlin, 1922) I have attempted to show how this form of mythical
causality operates not only in magic but also in the highest levels of mythical thinking, par-
ticularly in the system of astrology.
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intuition; in the magical view the intuition of change remains confined
within the intuition of simple substance. The more cognition advances,
the more it limits itself to inquiring into the pure how of change, i.e. into
its necessary form; myth, on the contrary, inquires solely into its what,
whence, and whither, and it insists on seeing both the whence and the
whither in the form of determinate things. Here causality is no relational
form of mediating thought, an independent entity which situates itself,
as it were, between the particular elements in order to combine and divide
them; here the factors into which the change is dissected still possess a true
character of original objects (Ur-Sachen; Ursachen = causes), of con-
crete, independent things. While conceptual thought splits a continuous
series of events into causes and eflects and is thus oriented essentially
toward the mode, the constancy, the rule of the change, the mythical need
of explanation is satisfied if the beginning and end of the process are clearly
differentiated. A great number of creation myths relate how the ‘world
issued from a simple, original thing, from the cosmic egg or an ash tree.
In Nordic mythology it is formed from the body of the giant Ymir: from
Ymir's flesh the earth is made, from his blood the roaring sea, from the
bones the mountains, from his hair the trees, from his skull the dome of
heaven. And this is a typical conception, as is shown by the analogy with
a Vedic hymn of creation which describes how the living creatures, the
beasts of the air and wilderness, the sun, the moon, and the air issued from
the parts of the Purusha, the man who was offered up as a sacrifice by the
gods. And here the characteristic hypostatization essential to all mythical
thinking stands out even more sharply; for it is not only concrete, per-
ceptible objects whose genesis is explained in this way but highly complex,
mediated formal relations. The songs and melodies, the meters and sacri-
ficial formulas also issued from different parts of the Purusha; and the
social orders disclose the same concrete, material origin. “The Brahmin
was his mouth, his arms were made the Rajanya (warrior), his two thighs
the Vaidya (trader and agriculturist), from his feet the Siidra (servile class)
was born.” 2 While scientific thought seeks to dissolve all reality into rela-
tions and understand it through them, mythical thinking answers the ques-
tion of origins by reducing even intricate complexes of relations—such as

29. Rigveda, x, go. Eng. trans. by Edward J. Thomas, Vedic Hymns (London, John Mur-
ray, 1923), p. 122. Cf. Lieder des Rgveda, German trans. by Alfred von Hillebrandt (Gét-
tingen and Leipzig, 1913), pp. 130 . For a German trans. of the song of Ldda, describing
the creation of the world from the body of the giant Ymir, secc Wolfgang Golther, Handbuch
der germanischen Mythologie (Leipzig, 1895), p. 517.
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musical thythms or the organization of the castes—to a pre-existing material
substance. And because of this fundamental form of thought, all mere prop-
erties or attributes must for myth ultimately become bodzes. The distinc-
tion between the Brahman, the Warrior, and the Sudra is understandable
only on the supposition that they contain different substances, the Brah-
man, the Kshatra, the Sudra, each of which lends its specific property to
those who partake of it. According to Vedic theology, the “husband-
killing body” dwells in an evil, faithless woman, the “body (anu) of son-
lessness dwells in a barren woman.” 3% In such concretions the immanent
conflict, the dialectic in which the mythical imagination moves, becomes
particularly evident. The mythical fantasy drives toward animation, to-
ward a complete “spiritualization” of the cosmos; but the mythical form of
thought, which attaches all qualities and activities, all states and relations
to a solid foundation, leads to the opposite extreme: a kind of materializa-
tion of spiritual contents.

It is true that mythical thinking seeks to create a kind of continuity
between cause and effect by intercalating a series of middle links between
the initial and the ultimate states. But even these middle links preserve
a merely material character. From the standpoint of analytical, scientific
causality a process is regarded as constant if a unitary law, an analytical
function, is demonstrated under which the whole of the process can be
logically subsumed and by which its progress from moment to moment
can be determined. With each moment in time a specific state of the proc-
ess, expressible in specific mathematical quantities, is coordinated; but
taken together, all these different quantities constitute a single series of
change, because the change which they undergo is subject to a universal
rule and is thought as issuing necessarily from that rule. In this rule both
the unity and the differentiation, the “continuity” and the “discreteness,”
of the separate factors of the process is represented. Mythical thinking,
however, knows such a unity neither of combination nor of separation.
Even where it seems to divide an action into a number of stages, it con-
siders the action in an entirely substantial form. It explains any attribute
of the action by a specific material quality which passes from one thing in
which it is inherent to other things. Even what in empirical and scientific
thought appears to be a mere dependent attribute or momentary property
here obtains a character of complete substantiality and hence of trans-
ferability. It is reported that the Hupa Indians look on pain as a sub-

30. Cf. Hermann Oldenberg, Religion des Veda (Berlin, W. Hertz, 1894), 2d ed. pp. 478 ff.
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stance.8! And even purely “spiritual,” purely “moral” attributes are in this
sense regarded as transferable substances, as is shown by a number of ritual
rules regulating this transference. Thus a taint, a miasma that a community
has brought on itself, can be transferred to an individual, a slave for ex-
ample, and destroyed by the sacrifice of the slave. The Greek Thargelia
and certain Tonian festivals included a similar ritual of atonement,®? going
back to the most ancient mythical origins.?® Originally these rites of
purification and atonement were based not on a symbolic substitution but
on a real, physical transference.3* A Batak suffering under a curse can
“make it fly away” by transferring it to a swallow.?> And the transfer may
be to a mere object as well as an animate subject, as is shown, for example,
by a Shinto usage. Here a man desiring to be relieved of guilt receives
from the priest a sheet of white paper cut in the form of a human garment,
called katashiro, “representative of the human form.” On it he writes the
year and month of his birth and his family name; then he rubs it over his
body and breathes on it, whereupon his sins are transferred to the kazashiro.
At the end of the purification ceremony these “scapegoats” are thrown into
a river or sea, in order that the four gods of purification may guide them
into the underworld, where they will disappear without trace.?® And all
other spiritual attributes and faculties are, for mythical thinking, bound
up with some specific material substratum. In connection with the Egyp-
tian coronation ceremonies we have exact instructions governing trans-
ference of the god’s attributes to the Pharaoh through the regalia, the
scepter, the scourge, the sword. These are looked upon not as mere symbols

31. Pliny E. Goddard, Life and Culture of the Hupa, University of California Publications,
American Archaeology and Ethnology, Vol. r (Berkeley, 1903~4).

32. Cf. Rohde, Psyche, 2, 78.

33. On the widespread conception of the scapegoat cf. Frazer, “The Scapegoat,” Golden
Bough, Vol. g, Pt. IV.

34. Cf. Lewis R. Farnell, T/c Evolution of Religion (London and New York, 1905), pp.
88 ff., x17 ff.

35. Johannes G. Warneck, Die Religion der Batak (Leipzig, T. Weicher, 1909), p. 13. We
find similar conceptions in Indian and Germanic folk superstition. “Every peasant woman
in India,” says E. Washburn Hopkins, Origin and Evolution of Religion (New Haven, Yale
Univ. Press, 1923), p. 163, “who is afflicted leaves a rag infected with her trouble on the
road, hoping someone else will pick it up, for she has laid her sickness on it and when another
takes it she herself becomes free of the sickness.” For the Germanic sphere cf. Karl Wein-
hold, Die mystiche Neunzahl bei dem Deutschen, Abhandlungen der philosophische-his-
torischen Classe der kéniglichen Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Berlin (1897), p. 51.

36. Karl Florenz, “Die Religionen der Japaner: 1. der Shintoismus,” in Die orientalischen
Religionen, Die Kultur der Gegenwart, Vol. 7, Pt. III (Leipzig and Berlin, 1906), pp. 194-219.



MYTHICAL CONSCIOUSNESS 57

but as true talismans—vehicles and guardians of divine forces.?” In general,
the mythical concept of force differs from the scientific concept in that it
never looks on force as a dynamic relation, the expression for a sum of
causal relations, but always as a material substance.?® This substance is
distributed throughout the world, but it seems concentrated, as it were,
in certain powerful personalities, in the magician and the priest, the
chieftain and the warrior. And from this substantial whole, from this
store of force, parts can detach themselves and enter into another in-
dividual by mere contact.

The magical force characteristic of the priest or chieftain, the mana that
is concentrated in them, is not bound to them as individual subjects but
can be communicated to others in many ways. Thus mythical force is not,
like physical force, a mere comprehensive term, a mere “resultant” of
causal factors and conditions which can be viewed as “effective” only in
their relation to one another; it is, on the contrary, an independent sub-
stantial reality which as such moves from place to place, from subject to
subject. Among the Ewes, for example, the vessels and secrets belonging to
the magician can be acquired by purchase, but an individual can acquire
the magic force itself only by physical transference, which is accomplished

37. Cf. Alexandre Moret, Du Caractére religieux de la royauté pharaonique (Paris, 1902).
The same is true in connection with other rites, e.g. of marriage. Van Gennep, p. 191, writes:
“Ils doivent étre pris non pas dans un sens symbolique, mais au sens strictement matériel:
la corde, qui attache, I’anneau, le bracelet, la couronne, qui ceignent etc. ont une action
réelle coexercitive.”

38. This view of mythical thinking seems to be directly contradicted by Fritz Graebner’s
thesis, put forward in Das Welthild der Primitiven (Munich, E. Renhardt, 1924), that for
mythical thinking “the attributes of a particular object, its effects and relations to other
objects enter consciousness with greater force . . . than its substance” (p. 23). “In primitive
thinking the attributes play a far greater, the substances a far lesser role than with us” (p. 132).
But if we consider the concrete examples by which Graebner seeks to support this thesis,
we find that the contradiction lies far less in fact than in formulation. For these examples
show unmistakably that mythical thinking does not know any sharp distinction between
substances on the one hand, and attributes, relations, and forces on the other, but condenses
what from our standpoint is mere attribute or a mere dependent relation into independent
things. The critical, scientific view of substance—according to which, as Kant put it, the
“permanence” of the real in time is the schema of the substance and the characteristic by
which it is empirically recognized—is indecd alien to mythical thinking, which permits of
an unlimited “transformation” of substances into one another. But this fact should not lead
us to conclude with Graebner “that of the two most important categories of human thought,
those of causality and of substance, the former is far more pronounced than the latter in
mythical thinking” (p. 24). For as we have shown above, the distance between what can be
called “causality” in the mythical sense and its scientific concept is just as great as the dis-
tance between the two concepts of substance.
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mainly by mixing the blood and spittle of the seller and purchaser.3® Like-
wise a sickness which assails 2 man is ncver, in mythical terms, a process
operating in his body under empirically known and universal conditions
but is a demon which has taken possession of him. And the emphasis is
less animistic than substantial, for although the sickness can be interpreted
as an animated demonic being, it can equally well be a kind of foreign
body which enters into a man.® The profound cleavage between this
mythical form of medicine and the empirical-scientific form which found
its first basis in Greek thought becomes apparent when, for example, we
compare the Hippocratic corpus with the lore of the priests of Asclepias at
Epidaurus. Throughout mythical thinking we encounter a hypostatization
of properties and processes, or forces and activities, often leading to their
immediate materialization.* Certain writers have spoken of a mythical
principle of “emanism” to explain this characteristic .detachability and
transferability of attributes and properties.*> But perhaps we can best
appreciate the meaning and origin of this way of thinking if we consider
that even in scientific knowledge the sharp distinction between thing on
the one hand and attribute, state, and relation on the other results only

39. Jakob Spieth, Die Religion der Eweer in Siid-Togo (Gittingen and Leipzig, 1911), p.
12. This transference of the mana, the magical force—which according to mythical concep-
tions is no transference, since the force is preserved in full substantial idenzity—is excellently
illustrated by a Maori tradition. It is reported that the Maoris reached their present home in
a canoe, known as Kurahoup or Kurahoupo. “According to the version communicated by
the Maori Te Kahui Kararehe the canoe was wrecked on the coast of Hawaiki, soon after
setting out for the new home, through magic inspired by envy of the boat’s special mana-
kura. But the enemies’ intention of destroying the boat’s mana was thwarted, for the chief-
tain of the Kurahoupo canoe, Te Moungaroa, who is called the ‘embodiment of the mana of
the Kurahoupo canoe,’ reached New Zealand, though in a differenct canoe. . . . On his arrival
Te Moungaroa (in accordance with this theory of embodiment) introduced himself to the
other Maori tribes with the words: ‘I am the Kurahoupo canoe.’” “The Kurahoupo Canoe,”
Journal of the Polynesian Society, 2 (1893), 186 ff. Quotation from Friedrich R. Lehmann,
Mana. Der Begriff des “ausserordentlich Wirkungsvollen” bei Siidseevélkern (Leipzig, 1922),
p- 13.

40. Cf. Thilenius, Globus, 87 (190s), 105 fl.; Vierkandt, Globus, 92 (1907), 45; also
Alfred W, Howitt, T'he Native Tribes of South-East Australia (London and New York, 1904),
pp. 380 fI.

41. Thus, e.g., the manitou of the Algonquin tribes of North America is characterized as
a kind of mysterious force-susbtance which can manifest itself and penetrate everywhere. “A
man in a steam bath often makes incisions on his arms and legs in order that the manitou
which is awakened in the stone by the heat and dispersed in the steam of the water poured
on the stone may enter into his body.” Preuss, Geistige Kulrur, p. 54.

42. Cf. Richard Karutz, “Der Emanismus,” Zeitschrift fiir Ethnologie, 45 (1913), 545-611.
Cf. Friedrich Lehmann, pp. 14, 25, x11.
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gradually from unremitting intellectual struggles. Here too the boundaries
between the “substantial” and the “functional” are ever and again blurred,
so that a semimythical hypostasis of purely functional and relational
concepts arises. The physical concept of force, for example, freed itself
but slowly from this involvement. In the history of physics we frequently
encounter attempts to understand and classify the different forms of action
by attaching them to specific substances and their transference from one
point in space to another, from one “thing” to another. The physics of
the eighteenth and early nineteenth century still spoke of a “thermal sub-
stance,” an electrical or magnetic “matter.” But while the true tendency of
scientific, analytical-critical thinking is toward liberation from this sub-
stantial approach, it is characteristic of myth that despite all the “spiritu-
ality” of its objects and contents, its “logic”—the form of its contents—
clings to bodies. So far we have attempted to characterize this logic in its
most universal lines. Now we shall seek to determine how the specific
object concept and causal concept of mythical thinking are manifested in
the individual configuration and how they decisively determine all the
special categories of myth.



Chapter 2

Particular Categories of Mythical Thinking

WaEN we compare the empirical-scientific and the mythical world views,
it becomes evident that the contrast between them does not reside in their
use of entirely different categories in contemplating and interpreting
reality. It is not the quality of these categories but their modality which
distinguishes myth from empirical-scientific knowledge. The modes of
synthesis which they employ to give the form of unity to the sensuous
manifold, to imprint a shape on disparate contents, disclose a thorough-
going analogy and correspondence. They are the same universal forms of
intuition and thought which constitute the unity of consciousness as such
and which accordingly constitute the unity of both the mythical conscious-
ness and the consciousness of pure knowledge. In this respect it may be
said that each of these forms, before taking on its specific logical form and
character, must pass through a preliminary mythical stage. The astronomi-
cal picture of the cosmos and of the articulation of bodies in the cosmos
originated in the astrological view of space and of processes in space.
Before the general doctrine of motion developed into a pure mechanics—
a mathematical representation of the phenomena of motion—it had sought
to answer the question of the source of motion, which took it back to the
mythica] problem of creation, the problem of the “prime mover.” And no
less than the concepts of space and time, that of number, before becoming
a purely mathematical concept, was a mythical concept which, though
alien to the primitive mythical consciousness, underlies all its higher con-
figurations. Long before number became a pure unit of measurement it
f was revered as “sacred number,” and an aura of this reverence still attended
g the beginnings of scientific mathematics. Thus, taken abstractly, both the
} mythical and the scientific explanations of the world are dominated by
\ the same kinds of relation: unity and multiplicity, coexistence, contiguity

and succession. Yet each of these concepts, as soon as we place it in the
6o
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mythical sphere, takes on a very special character, one might say a specific
“tonality.” This tonality assumed by the particular concepts within the
mythical consciousness seems at first glance totally individual, something
which can only be felt but in no way known and understood. And yet
beneath this individual phenomenon there lies a universal. On closer
scrutiny the special character of each particular category reveals a specific
type of thought. The basic structure of mythical thinking—which mani-
fests itself in the direction of mythical object consciousness and in the
character of its concepts of reality, substance, and causality—goes farther:
it also encompasses and determines the particular configurations of this
thinking and, as it were, sets its imprint upon them.

The objective relation and the specification of the object within pure
cognition go back to the basic form of the synthetic judgment: “We say
that we know the object as soon as we have achieved synthetic unity in the
manifold of intuition.” But synthetic unity is essentially systematic unity:
its production stands still at no point but progressively seizes upon the
whole of experience, to refashion it into a single logical context, a totality
of causes and effects. In the structure, in the hierarchy of these causes and
effects, a special position is assigned to each particular phenomenon, to
each being and event, by which it is distinguished from all others and at
the same time related to all others. This is most clearly manifested in the
mathematical view of the world. The particularity of a thing or action is
designated when specific and characteristic numerical and quantitative
values are assigned to it; but all those values are linked to one another in
definite equations, in functional relationships, so that they form a series
articulated according to law, a fixed network of exact quantitative deter-
minations. In this sense modern physics, for example, “apprehends” the
totality of actions by expressing each particular action in its four space-
time coordinates xy, xg, 3, ¥4 and reducing the changes of these coordinates
to ultimate invariant laws. This example shows once again that for scientific
thinking synthesis and analysis are not different or opposite operations
but it is through one and the same process that the particulars are sharply
differentiated, and comprehended in the systematic unity of the whole.
The reason for this is to be sought in the nature of the synthetic judgment
itself. For what distinguishes synthetic judgment from analytical judg-
ment is that it considers the unity it effects not as a conceptual identity but
as a unity of different entities. Each element postulated in it is thus charac-
terized: it is not solely “in itself,” nor does it remain logically in itself, but
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rather it is correlative to some other element. To give a schematic expres-
sion of this relationship let us call the elements of the relation z and 4 and
the relation by which they are held together R. Every such relationship
shows a threefold articulation. The two elements (2 and 5) are clearly
differentiated through the relation into which they enter. Morcover, the
form of the relation itself (R) signifies something new and specific as
opposed to the contents that are ordered in it. It belongs, so to speak, to a
different plane of signification from the particular contents; it is not itself
a particular content, a specific thing, but a universal, purely ideal relation.
Such ideal relations form the foundation of what scientific cognition calls
the “truth” of phenomena, for what is meant by this truth is nothing other
than the totality of the phenomena themselves, insofar as they are not
taken in their concrete existence but are transposed into the form of a
logical relationship, a relationship which is based to an equal degree and
with equal necessity on acts both of logical synthesis and of logical analysis.
«/ Myth, too, strives for a “unity of the world” and in this striving moves
in very specific channels prescribed by its spiritual “nature.” Even in lowest
levels of mythical thinking, which seem wholly subject to immediate
sensory impression and elementary sensory drives, even in magic, which
disperses the world into a confused multiplicity of demonic forces, we find
traits pointing to a kind of articulation, a future “organization” of these
forces. And as myth rises to higher configurations, as it transforms the
demons into gods, each with his own individuality and history, the nature
and efficacy of these forces become more and more clearly differentiated.
‘Just as scientific cognition strives for a hierarchy of laws, a systematic supet-
“ordination and subordination of causes and effects, so myth strives for a
hierarchy of forces and gods. The world becomes more intelligible in
' proportion as its parts are assigned to the various gods, as special spheres
of material reality and human activity are placed under the guardianship
of particular deities. But though the mythical world is thus woven into
a whole, this intuitive whole discloses a very different character from that
conceptual whole in which cognition strives to comprehend reality. Here
there are no ideal, relational forms which constitute the objective world
as a world thoroughly determined by law; here, on the contrary, all reality
is smelted down into concrete unifying images. And this contrast, visible
in the result, rests ultimately on an opposition in principle. Every partic-
ular synthesis effected by mythical thinking embodies this character which



CATEGORIES OF MYTHICAL THINKING 63

only becomes fully evident in the whole. Whereas scientific cognition can
combine elements only by differentiating them in the same basic critical
act, myth seems to roll up everything it touches into unity without distinc-
tion. The relations it postulates are such that the elements which enter into
them not only enter into a reciprocal ideal relationship, but become posi-
tively identical with one another, become one and the same zhing. Things
which come into contact with one another in a mythical sense—whether
this contact is taken as a spatial or temporal contiguity or as a similarity,
however remote, or as membership in the same class or species—have
fundamentally ceased to be a multiplicity: they have acquired a substantial
unity. And this is evident even at the lowest stages of myth. Concerning
this basic mythical trend Preuss has written, for example: “It is as though
a particular object cannot be regarded as distinct once it has aroused
magical interest but always bears within it an appurtenance to other ob-
jects with which it is identified, so that its outward appearance constitutes
only a kind of veil, a mask.” * Along this line mythical thinking shows it-
self to be concrete in the literal sense: whatever things it may seize upon
undergo a characteristic concretion; they grow together. Whereas scien-
tific cognition secks a synthesis of distinctly differentiated elements,
mythical intuition ultimately brings about a coincidence of whateverf
elements it combines. In place of a synthetic unity, a unity of different
entities, we have a material indifference. And this becomes understand-;
able when we consider that for the mythical view there is fundamentally’
but one dimension of relation, one single “plane of being.” In cognition
the pure relational concept comes, as it were, besween the elements which
it links. For it is not of the same world as these elements—it has no mate-
rial existence comparable to theirs, but only an ideal signification. The
history of philosophy and the history of science show that the first aware-
ness of this special position of pure relational concepts brought about a
new epoch in scientific thought. The first strictly logical characterization
of these concepts stressed this opposition as the crucial factor: the pure
“forms” of intuition and thought were designated as a “not-being,”
p) 8, to distinguish them from the mode of existence pertaining to things,
to sensuous phenomena. But for myth there is no such not-being in which
the being, the “truth” of the phenomenon is grounded: it knows only im-
mediate existence and immediate efficacy. Hence the relations which it
1. Geistige Kultur, p. 13.
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postulates are not logical relations in which those things which enter into
them are at once differentiated and linked; they are a kind of glue which
can somehow fasten the most dissimilar things together.

This characteristic law of the concrescence or coincidence of the members
of a relation in mythical thinking can be followed through all its categories.
To begin with the category of quantity, we have already seen how mythical
thinking makes no sharp dividing line between the whole and its parts,
how the part not only stands for the whole but positively is the whole.
For scientific thought, which takes quantity as a synthetic relational form,
every magnitude is a one in many, i.e. unity and multiplicity are equally
necessary, strictly correlative factors in it. The synthesis of elements into
a whole presupposes their sharp differentiation as elements. Thus number
is defined by the Pythagoreans as that which brings all things into harmony
within the soul, which thus lends them body and “divides the different
relationships of things, whether they be nonlimited or limiting, into their
separate groups.”? And precisely on this division rest the necessity and
possibility of all harmony, for “the things which were alike and related
needed no harmony, but the things which were unlike and unrclated and
unequally arranged are necessarily fastened together by such a harmony,
through which they are destined to endure in the universe.” ® Instead of
such a harmony, which is the “unity of many mixed elements and an agree-
ment between disagreeing elements,” mythical thinking knows only the
principle of the equivalence of the part with the whole. The whole is the
part, in the sense that it enters into it with its whole mythical-substantial
essence, that it is somehow sensuously and materially “in” it. The whole
man is contained in his hair, his nail-cuttings, his clothes, his footprints.
Every trace a man leaves passes as a real part of him, which can react
on him as a whole and endanger him as a whole.* And the same mythical
law of “participation” which holds for empirical things prevails for purely
ideal relations (in our sense). Similarly, the genus, in its relation to the
species or individuals it comprises, is not a universal which logically deter-
mines the particular but is immediately present, living and acting in this
particular. Here we have no mere logical subordination but an actual sub-

2. Philolaus of Tarentum. Fragment 11 in Hermann Diels, Die Fragmente der Vorso-
kratiker, griechisch und deutsch (6th ed. 3 vols. Berlin, Weidmann, 1951~52). Eng. trans.
by Kathleen Freeman, dncilla to the Pre-Socratic Philosophers (Cambridge, Harvard Univ.
Press, 1948), p. 75.

3. Freeman, p. 74.

4. For examples see above, pp. 50 .
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jection of the individual to its generic concept. The structure of the totemic
world view, for example, can scarcely be understood except through this
essential trait of mythical thinking. For in the totemic organization of men
and the world as a whole there is no mere coordination between on the
one hand the classes of men and things and on the other, specific classes
of animals and plants; on the contrary, here the individual is truly regarded
as dependent on his totemic ancestor, in fact as identical with him. Accord-
ing to Karl von den Steinen’s well-known report the Trumais of Northern
Brazil say, for example, that they are aquatic animals, while the Bororos
call themselves red parrots.> Mythical thinking does not know that rela-
tion which we call a relation of logical subsumption, the relation of an
individual to its species or genus, but always forms a material relation
of action and thus—since in mythical thinking only “like” can act on
“like”—a relation of material equivalence.

The same tendency becomes still more evident when we consider it from
the standpoint of quality rather than quantity—i.e. when, instead of the
relation between the whole and its parts, we consider that between the
thing and its attributes. Here again we observe the same characteristic
coincidence of the members of the relation: for mythical thinking the
attribute is not one defining the aspect of the thing; rather, it expresses and
contains within it the whole of the thing, seen from a different angle. For
scientific cognition, the reciprocal determination created in it rests, as
before, on an opposition which in this determination is reconciled but not
effaced. The subject of the attributes, the substance in which they inhere,
is not itself immediately comparable with any attribute, cannot be appre-
hended and demonstrated as a concrete thing, but confronts each particular
attribute as well as the sum of attributes as something “other,” something
independent. Here “accidents” are not actual material “parts” of the sub-
stance; the substance on the contrary forms the ideal center and mediation
through which they are related to one another and through which they
are united. But in myth the unity it creates is here again immediately
diffused into mere equivalence. For myth, which sees reality on a single
plane, one and the same substance does not “have” different attributes; on
the contrary each specification as such 75 substance, i.e. it can be apprehended
only in immediate concretion, in direct hypostatization. We have already

5. Karl von den Steinen, Unter den Naturvélkern Zentral-Brasiliens (2d ed. Berlin, 1897),
p. 307. Other characteristic examples of this mythical “law of participation” may be found
in Lévy-Bruhl, Das Denken der Naturvélker, ch. 2.
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seen how all mere properties and attributes, all activities and all relations,
undergo this hypostatization (see above, pp. 52 ff.). But far more sharply
than at the primitive levels of mythical thinking, the characteristic princi-
ple here at work is manifested where myth is on its way to allying itself and
permeating itself with the basic principle of scientific thought, where in
conjunction with this principle it creates a kind of hybrid, a semimythical
“science” of nature. Just as the mythical concept of causality can perhaps
be most clearly illustrated by the structure of astrology,® so the specific
tendency of the mythical concept of the attribute is most evident in the
structure of alchemy. And this gives us a systematic explanation of the
relation between alchemy and astrology, which can be followed through-
out their history:? the two are merely different expressions of the same
form of thought, a mythical identity-thinking in the form of substance.
Here every similarity in the sensuous manifestation of different things or in
their mode of action is ultimately explained by the supposition that one
and the same material cause is in some way “contained” in them. Alchemy,
for example, looks on bodies as complexes of simple qualities from which
they arise through mere aggregation. Each attribute represents a specific
elementary thing, and from the sum of these elementary things the com-
posite world, the world of empirical bodies, is built. He who knows the
mixture of these elementary things consequently knows the secret of their
changes and is lord over them, for he not only understands these changes
but can by his own action bring them about. The alchemist can produce
the “philosopher’s stone” from common quicksilver by first extracting a
water, i.¢. that mobile, fluid element which detracts from the true perfec-
tion of the quicksilver. His next task is to “fixate” the body thus obtained,
ie. to free it from its volatility by removing an airy element which it still
contains. In the course of its history, alchemy developed this addition and
subtraction of attributes into a highly ingenious and intricate system. In
these extreme refinements and sublimations we still clearly discern the
mythical root of the whole process. All alchemic operations, regardless of
their individual type, have at their base the fundamental idea of the trans-
ferability and material detachability of attributes and states—the same idea
which is disclosed at a more naive and primitive stage in such notjons as

6. Cf. my Die Begriffsform im mythischen Denken, pp. 29 fl.

7- For documentation of this fact sece Hermann F. M. Kopp, Die Alchimie in dlterer und
neuerer Zeit (Heidelberg, 1886); Edmund O. von Lippmann, Entstehung und Ausbreitung
der Alchimie (Berlin, 1919).
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that of the “scapegoat” (above, pp. 55 ff.). Every particular property that
matter possesses, every form it can assume, every efficacy it can exert is hy-
postatized into a special substance, an independent being.® Modern science,
and particularly modern chemistry in the form given it by Lavoisier, suc-
ceeded in overcoming this semimythical alchemic concept of the attribute
only by fundamentally reforming the whole question. For modern science
the “attribute” is not simple but highly complex; not original and ele-
mentary but derived; not absolute but thoroughly relative, What, accord-
ing to a sensationalist view, one calls an attribute of things and seeks to
apprehend and understand immediately as such is interpreted by critical
analysis as a determinate mode of efficacy, a specific reaction, which, how-
ever, arises only under very definite conditions. Thus the inflammability
of a body no longer implies the presence of a specific substance, phlogiston,
in it, but signifies its reaction to oxygen; while the solubility of a body
signifies its reaction to water or an acid, etc. The particular quality appears
no longer as a substance but as something thoroughly contingent which,
under causal analysis, dissolves into a mesh of relations. And from this it
follows obversely that until this form of logical analysis is developed,
“thing” and “attribute” cannot be sharply differentiated; the categorical
spheres of the two concepts must inevitably move together and ultimately
merge.

The typical contrast between myth and cognition can be shown in the
category of similarity no less than in the categories of the whole and the
part and the attribute. The articulation of the chaos of sensory impressions,
in which definite groups based on similarities are picked out and specific
series are formed, is, again, common to both logical and mythical thinking;
without it myth could no more arrive at stable configurations than logical
thought at stable concepts. But the similarities of things are, once again,
apprehended in different directions. In mythical thinking any similarity of
sensuous manifestation suffices to group the entities in which it appears
into a single mythical “genus.” Any characteristic, however external, is as
good as another; there can be no sharp distinction between “inward” and
“outward,” “essential” and “nonessential,” precisely because for myth
every perceptible similarity is an immediate expression of an identity of
essence. This similarity is never a mere concept of relation and reflection
but is a real force—absolutely actual because absolutely effective. All so-

8. For details cf. the accounts of Lippmann (especially pp. 318 ff.) and Marcellin P. E.
Berthelot, Les Origines de Palchimie (Paris, 1885).
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called analogy magic reveals this basic mythical view, which, indeed, is
more obscured than clarified by the false name of analogy magic. For
where we see a mere analogy, ie. a mere relation, myth sees immediate
existence and presence. For myth there is no mere sign which suggests
something distant and absent; for myth the thing is present with a part
of itself, i.e. in the mythical view; the thing is present as a whole, as soon
as anything similar to it is given. In the tobacco smoke rising from a pipe
the mythical consciousness sees neither a mere symbol nor a mere instru-
ment for making rain—it sees the tangible image of a cloud and in this
image the thing itself, the desired rain. It is a general principle of magic
that one can gain possession of things by a mere mimetic representation
of them, without performing any action which we would call purposive,?
because for the mythical consciousness there is no such thing as mere
mimesis, mere signification. Scientific thinking again shows its dual charac-
ter in its postulation of similarities and its creation of similar series: it
proceeds at once synthetically and analytically. In similar contents it
emphasizes the factor of dissimilarity as well as the factor of similarity;
indeed it gives special emphasis to the factor of dissimilarity, since in
setting up its genera and species it is less concerned with bringing out the
common element in them than with the principle on which differentiation
and gradation within one and the same genus are based. The interpenetra-
tion of these two tendencies is demonstrable for example in the structure
of any mathematical class concept. When mathematical thinking subsumes
the circle and the ellipse, the hyperbola and parabola under one concept,
this subsumption is not grounded in any immediate similarity of forms,
which from the standpoint of the senses are as dissimilar as possible. But
in characterizing all these forms as “conic sections,” mathematical think-
ing apprehends a unity of Jaw, a unity of structural principle in the midst
of dissimilarity. The expression of this law, the general formula for curves
of the second order, fully represents their common principle as well as their
inner differences, for it shows how, through the simple variation of cer-
tain magnitudes, one geometric form passes into another. This principle,
which determines and regulates the change, is here no less necessary and
in the strict sense “constitutive” of the concept than the positing of the
common factor. Thus the view of traditional logicians—which ordinarily

9. Abundant examples can be found in Frazer, “The Magic Art and the Evolution of
Kings,” Golden Bough, Vols. 1—2, Pt. 1. Cf. also Preuss, Geistige Kultur, p. 29. See above,
pp- 48 £
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attributes the formation of logical classes and genera to abstraction, and
by abstraction means nothing other than the selection of those charac-
teristics in which a multiplicity of contents agree—is just as one-sided as
the view which sees the function of causal thinking solely in the combina-
tion, or association, of representations. In neither case are given and stably
delimited contents merely combined; it is rather this logical act of de-
limitation itself that is accomplished. And here again myth shows that this
delimitation—this differentiation of the individual, the species, and the
genus in the sense of logical subordination, of abstraction and determina-
tion—is alien to it. Just as it sees the whole in every part, so in every
specimen of a genus it immediately sees the genus with all its mythical
characteristics, i.e. forces. Thus, whereas the logical class divides and unites
at the same time—since it endeavors to derive the particular from the
general by means of an all-inclusive principle—myth binds particulars
together in the unity of an image, a mythical figure. Once the parts, the
specimens, the species have thus become enmeshed, all differentiation
ceases; there is only a total indifference in which they continuously merge
with one another.

And yet it might seem as though our efforts thus far to distinguish
between the mythical and the logical form of thought contributed little
or nothing to an understanding of myth as a whole, to an insight into the
original spiritual stratum in which it arose. For is it not a petitio principii,
a false rationalization of myth, to attempt to understand it through its
form of thought? Admitted even that such a form exists—is it anything
more than an outward shell which conceals the core of myth? Does myth
not signify a unity of intuition, an intuitive unity preceding and under-
lying all the explanations contributed by discursive thought? And even this
form of intuition does not yet designate the ultimate stratum from which
it rises and from which new life continuously pours into it. For nowhere
in myth do we find a passive contemplation of things; here all contempla-
tion starts from an attitude, an act of the feeling and will. Insofar as myth
condenses into lasting configuration, insofar as it sets before us the stable
outlines of an objective world of forms, the significance of this world be-
comes intelligible to us only if behind it we can feel the dynamic of the
life feeling from which it originally grew. Only where this feeling is
aroused from within, only where it manifests itself in love and hate, fear
and hope, joy and grief, is that mythical fantasy engendered which creates
a world of specific representations. But from this it seems to follow that
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any characterization of the mythical forms of thought- applies only to
something mediated and derived—that it must remain inadequate unless
it succeeds in going back from the mere mythical form of #hought to the
mythical form of intuition and its characteristic form of life. For these
forms are nowhere distinct from one another; from the most primitive
productions to the highest and purest configurations of myth they remain
interwoven; and this is what makes the mythical world so characteristically
self-contained and gives it its specific imprint. This world, too, shapes and
articulates itself according to the basic forms of “pure intuition”: it, too,
breaks down into unity and multiplicity, into a “coexistence” of objects
and a succession of events. But the mythical intuition of space, time, and
number that thus arises is differentiated by highly characteristic boundaries
from what space, time, and number signify in theoretical thought and
the theoretical structure of the objective world. These boundaries can only
become clear and visible if we succeed in reducing the mediated divisions
which we encounter in mythical thinking as in the thinking of pure
cognition to a kind of primordial division from which they issue. For
myth, too, presupposes a spiritual crisis of this sort—it, too, takes form only
when a division occurs in consciousness as a whole and introduces into
men’s intuition of the world as a whole a specific differentiation which
divides this whole into diverse strata of meaning. It is this first division
which contains all others in germ and through which they remain deter-
mined and dominated—and it is in this division if anywhere that we shall
fin