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Chapter 1. Introduction

1.1. The New Comparative Mythology as an eye-opener

1.1. 1. The New Comparative Mythology

This book brings together some of my contributions to the emerging field of the New Com-
parative Mythology since the early years 2000.

The circumstances under which most of these contributions were engendered, are briefly
sketched in chapter 7 (‘An Africanist’s itinerary..."), and in the introductory section to chap-
ter 21 below: the intercontinental seething of description and debate through which the
prominent Harvard (formerly Leiden) Sanskritist Michael Witzel has sought to create a con-
text of enthousiastic and competent colleagues, so as to bring his own tremendously ambi-
tious and innovative (as well as lavishly funded) research project on comparative mythology
to a good end. In 2003 [ participated, in Leiden, in a conference entitled ‘Myth: Theory and
the Disciplines’, organised by my long-standing colleague and friend the Africanist literature
scholar Mineke Schipper, and her Mediterraneanist colleague Daniela Merolla. Michael
Witzel was one of the participants, presenting a paper ‘Comparing myths, comparing my-
thologies: A Laurasian approach’ (Witzel 2003), which summarised the core of his emerging
synthesis, and immediately had me captivated. It was the beginning of a close scholarly as-
sociation and a stimulating friendship, which was renewed at least once a year at a confer-
ence somewhere in North America, Europe, or East Asia. In 2006, during a Witzel confer-
ence at Beijing, People’s Republic of China, I was among the handful of founding members
of the International Association for Comparative Mythology (IACM), and I have subse-
quently served on its Board of Directors until I stepped down for health reasons in 2020. In
2008 [ was one of the convenors, together with my colleague and friend the Dutch anthro-
pologist of religion Eric Venbrux (Radboud University Nijmegen, the Netherlands), of the
Second Annual Conference of the IACM at Ravenstein, the Netherlands, we found major
funding for this event both from the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences, from
Harvard, and some minor contributions from the journal Quest: An African Journal of Phi-
losophy / Revue Africaine de Philosophie, from Nijmegen (Radboud), and from Rotterdam
(Erasmus University); and the massive volume of proceedings we published two years later
(van Binsbergen & Venbrux 2010, with the editorial collaboration of my then PhD student
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Kirsten Seifikar, and dedicated to Michael Witzel; also ¢f. van Binsbergen & Venbrux 2009)
has remained one of the principal statements of the New Comparative Mythology.

The present book reflects most of the article-length products of my seminal encounter with
the New Comparative Mythology. But the impact of my engagement with Witzel-centred
comparative mythology went much further than the chapters of Pandora’s Box Prises Open,
and in fact extended to the majority of the books which I published over the past two dec-

ades:

2009

201

2012

2015

2017

Expressions Of Traditional Wisdom From Africa And Beyond - leaned heavily
on an appreciation of African mythologies.

Ethnicity in Mediterranean Protohistory (with Fred Woudhuizen) - essentially
an archaeological, comparative-ethnographic and theoretical argument,
which however was enriched at crucial points by the input of comparative
mythological analysis, notably an attempt to draw up a list of recognisable
Sea People’s traits (including white aquatic animals as symbolic of the
creatrix Mother of the Water); the recognition of White Gods of Creation or
Secondary Creation as a major type in mythological analysis; the comparative
mythology underlying the names and features of the Flood Hero Noah and
his (principal) three sons Shem, Ham and Japhet; appreciation of the poten-
tially mythical nature of the Ancient Graeco-Roman accounts of the Trojan
War (North-western Anatolia ca. 1300 BCE); and recognition of the mascu-
linisation process when, all over the Bronze-Age Old World, goddesses were
dethroned by celestial male gods, the former to be relegated to the women’s
quarters and to be confined to low-prestige work such as spinning. In a bid to
identify a socio-political context from which the communality of the appar-
ently so diverse Sea Peoples might have sprung, I here formulated for the first
time my Pelasgian Hypotheses, to be worked out in subsequent texts (e.g. van
Binsbergen & Woudhuizen 20m; van Binsbergen 20ua, 2021d, and in press (a),
and also a recurrent reference in the present book.

Before The Presocratics: Cyclicity, Transformation, And Element Cosmology:
The Case Of Transcontinental Pre- Or Protohistoric Cosmological Substrates
Linking Africa, Eurasia And North America - discusses the mythological pat-
terns derived from the globally widespread cosmology of cyclical element
transformation, which the book demonstrates to go back to the Upper Paleo-
lithic; reiterating my emerging Aggregative Diachronic Model of Global My-
thology (as expounded in various articles now reprinted as chapters 5 and 6
of the present book), with further attention to selected topics such as the
Nkoya clan system in South Central Africa, the Taoist comology, the Lascaux
frescoes from the Upper Palaeolithic, and the rise of shamanism.

Vicarious Reflections: Affican Explorations In Empirically-Grounded Intercult-
ural Philosophy selectively uses comparative-mythological distributions (e.g.
of the Spider mytheme), and makes major points concerning comparative
mythology, divination, wisdom, knowledge systems (including mythology),
and the mythology of goddesses

Religion As A Social Construct: African, Asian, Comparative And Theoretical
Excursions In The Social Science Of Religion - with extensive contributions on
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2018

2020

2021

2021

Chapter 1. Introduction

the West African mythology of the Land, and the Japanese mythology of Fire

Confronting The Sacred: Durkheim Vindicated Through Philosophical Analy-
sis, Ethnography, Archaeology, Long-Range Linguistics, And Comparative My-
thology - investigates (mainly by theoretical analysis and by recourse to long-
range linguistic and archaeological data) the historical conditions and forms
under which the notions of the sacred, theistic religion, transcendence, and
especially organised religion, may be considered to have arisen in the course
of global cultural history, and in the process traces the distribution and re-
constructed history of a number of important specific mythemes and reli-
gious forms

Sunda Pre- And Protohistorical Continuity Between Asia And Africa: The Op-
penheimer--Dick-Read--Tauchmann Hypothesis As An Heuristic Device, With
Special Emphasis On The Nkoya People Of Zambia, Africa - discusses the
global distributions of a considerable number of mythemes, and extensively
pays particular attention (pp. 353-460) to the amazing and hitherto little no-
ticed yet numerous East-West parallels (between South East Asia and the
Western Old World) in comparative mythology; the book also offers - al-
though in the analysis, not of a mytheme but of head-hunting (also ¢f van
Binsbergen 2020a for a similar analysis of the so-called Melanesian bow
which however turns out, surprisingly, to have an unmistakable Palaeo-
African origin) - a sophisticated method for interpreting global distributions
as a key to a trait’s long-range cultural history

Joseph Karst: As A Pioneer Of Long-Range Approaches To Mediterranean
Bronze-Age Ethnicity - sketches how van Binsbergen & Woudhuizen (20m)
was greatly indebted to Karst’s extensive though largely forgotten work on
Mediterranean ethnicity, and interprets both the Late-Bronze-Age Sea Peo-
ples, and the Biblical Table of Nations (Genesis 10) from a synthetic, mainly
comparative-mythological perspective

Sangoma Science: From Ethnography To Intercultural Ontology: A Poetics Of
African Spiritualities — a controversial experimental argument at the inter-
section of empirical scholarship, epistemological philosophy, and literary fic-
tion, greatly relying on detailed comparative-mythological distributional ana-
lyses (notably of the mytheme ‘the Stones” and the mythology of Spirit), with
- alas - devastating conclusions for any kind of systematic scientific endeav-
our.

In the meantime most of my work on comparative mythology took place in the context of
research projects that so far have not reached final publication. These I will now briefly dis-
cuss.

Leopard-skin and Speckledness. Ever since the early 1990s I have engaged in a world-wide
comparison of Leopard-skin symbolism, for reasons triggered by my fieldwork into ecstatic
religion in Botswana, Southern Africa, from 1988 on, and set out in detail in some of my
publications (van Binsbergen 1991, 2003, 2021). It was a very extensive paper on Leopard-skin
symbolism that started off my activities within Witzel’s circle of comparative mythologists
(van Binsbergen 2004), and other interim instalments were to follow (van Binsbergen
2004d, 2004e, 2003b), in anticipation of the final book now in the press (h)). Incidentally,
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my analysis of Leopard-skin symbolism — my ticket to Witzel’s circle - owed its inspiration
not so much yet to the New Comparative Mythology which until then had been out of my
sight, but to long-range comparative linguistics, one of the main fields in which I had been
trained at Amsterdam University (1964-1971). This allowed me to appreciate the totally un-
expected, not to say alarming, finding that Leopard-skin symbolism, narrowed down to a
semantics of ‘scattered, speckled, granulated’, was reflected, in unmistakably cognate lexical
forms, throughout the macrophyla of all languages spoken today! From a localising ethno-
grapher accepting the dominant anthropological model of the world of humankind as con-
stituting a patchwork quilt of separate, bounded ethnic groups / tribes / nations, each with
its own, basically independent, conceptual and normative integration, I was already devel-
oping, reluctantly at first, into a globalist whose main stock-in-trade in the final decades of
his career would be the retrieval of far-reaching patterns of transcontinental continuity
mostly going back to prehistory, to the Upper Palaeolithic and before - and the inscription
of Africa as a fully-fledged part of that synthesis.

LR

T

held at the Parker Library, Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, England, United Kingdom, as MS 053, fols. 189r-209v;
source: https://www.facsimilefinder.com/facsimiles/peterborough-bestiary-facsimile, with thanks

Fig. 1.1. Pages from the Peterborough Bestiary, early 14™ c. CE

Geomantic Divination. Another spinoff of my Botswana fieldwork has been a comprehensive
comparative project on the worldwide distribution, internal organisation, and symbolism of
geomantic divination, with major manifestations in sub-Saharan Africa (West African Fa, Ifa,
and Sixteen Cowries — all with ramifications across the Atlantic Ocean, in the New World;
Southern African !—Iakata / Dithlaoa four-tablet divination; Malagasy Sikidy); the World of
Islam (with Je it es‘; “ilm al-raml / ‘Sand Science’); Renaissance magic and its popular
derivates in Western Europe since Early Modern times; and especially classic Chinese 5%
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vates in Western Europe since Early Modern times; and especially classic Chinese Z4% yi
jing (‘1 Ching’).

An African Bestiary. Some of these geomantic systems had come to be saturated with
astrology (a dominant worldview throughout the Old World), and this brought me, by the
year 2000, to embark, under the working title An African Bestiary, on a global comparaison
of systems of animal symbolism as expressed in divine attributes, divination sets, and in the
naming of clans, constellations, zodiacs, and lunar mansions - another project in
comparative mythology (van Binsbergen 2021e).

Flood Myths. Exposure to the Witzel circle brought home to me the fact that, world-wide,
and in addition to the mytheme of the ubiquitous mytheme of the Separation of Heaven
and Earth, Flood myths have constituted one of humankind’s most dominant repertoires of
mythology. When I found that Mark Isaak had made available, on the Internet, an extensive
corpus of detailed and well referenced Flood-myths from all over the world, I obtained his
permission (in exchange for a mention of his junior co-authorship in my first publication
based on his data) to submit his corpus to detailed multivariate and cross-tabulation
statistical analysis — which, as a social scientist steeped in quantitative analysis would
constitute an obvious new contribution I could make to the field. In the mid-2000s I
devoted a very considerable amount of time to this project,> and it led to interesting

! The term ‘geomantic’ (‘divination by Earth’) covers a wide and internally widely varying range of divination
methods and systems whose link with the Earth is often merely nominal, but whose underlying mathematics
and random-generators procedures converge sufficiently to recognise their systemic unity. The literature on the
subject is enormous,, and is extensively treated in my own publications on the subject, including van Binsbergen
1996¢, 1997a / 2011, 2012a.

2 $11.MODALITIES OF THE WORD ‘MODERN’. As usual, the word ‘modern’ is potentially confusing
since it may address several different registers, with varying degrees of specificity and scope. I use it in a loose
general sense, without capitalisation, to denote the last few centuries in a non-technical, conversation manner.
When I write ‘Modern’, I usually mean to refer to the specific culture of Modernity, which emerged as a domi-
nant outcome of the European episode of the Enlightenment (late 17"-early 19" . CE), its rationalist and indi-
vidual-centred philosophy, and its science and technology normally stressing excessive control over Nature.
Meanwhile, my ‘Early Modern’ usually refers to the period, and the thought systems, spanning the Late Middle
Ages (1450 CE) to the onset of the Enlightenment - normally with reference to the North Atlantic region, but
not exclusively so. Premodern is everything that preceded Early Modern. Since the mid-20" c. CE, this Modern
culture was partly supplanted, especially in the globalised North Atlantic region and its global dependencies, by
Postmodernity, in many respects the distorted mirror image of Modernity. Meanwhile, ‘Anatomically Modern
Humans’ refers, not to the last few centuries but to the human type that emerged in Africa . 200 ka BP and that
after being confined to Africa to c. 8o ka BP, subsequently conquered the world, and supplanted all other hu-
man ty;es including Neanderthaloids.

3 For these few months of passionate concentration on one research project I paid disproportionately dearly, at
the very institute (the African Studies Centre Leiden, ASCL) to which I had given my best research and manage-
rial powers ever since 1977 and where I had always been among the most productive and conspicuous members
anyway: in mid-2007 I was evicted from the research group I had established a decade earlier and to whose
brand-new 2007 research programme I had admittedly greatly contributed, I was deprived from access to the
institutional research and travel funds, and forbidden to henceforth collaborate with any of my institutional
colleagues. Only after three full years, with the advent of a new director, Ton Dietz, was this punitive regime
terminated; but when two years later, having been rehabilitated, I was formally retiring from the institute and in
recognition was honoured with a large and expensive international conference on the transcontinental conti-
nuities between Africa and Asia since prehistory, the proceedings were - against all initial, written agreements —
refused publication by the ASCL and I had to find a refuge for them elsewhere (van Binsbergen 2019). Although
throughout this book I will acknowledge my indebtedness to the ASCL for as long as it lasted, since 2019 I have
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publication instalments (van Binsbergen with Isaak 2008; van Binsbergen 2010 - the latter
included in the present volume as chapter 8) but the main research report, running into
over 500 pages, is still in the press. As the sample of results included here in chapters 15 and
16 reveals, the great power of such a detailed statistical analysis is that it highlights hidden
relationships between variables whose connectedness one would scarcely have suspected on
purely theoretical grounds alone, and also (because of the demonstrable, statistically ‘signi-
ficant’ - i.e. well above a quantifiable level of mere chance -, relationships with datable
features such as modes of production, agriculture, animal husbandry, the emergence of
organised religion) allows us an initial periodisation of the mythological complexes at hand.

Cross-hatching. Of lesser scope has been my attempt, in Shimmerings of the Rainbow
Serpent (20ond) to interpret, in comparative-mythological terms, iconographic patterns of
cross-hatching such as are widespread in space and time, with the famous Blombos
limestone block (South Africa, 70 ka BP)+ as the earliest known attestation.

Literary work. Clearly I was greatly inspired by my exposure to the New Comparative
Mythology from the early 2000s onward, but this inspiration would have fallen on a barren
rock (Luke 8:6) had I not already engaged in the study of myth throughout my career, both
as a literary writer and as an anthropologist.

As a budding poet, I had been fascinated by the richly intricate patterns of intertextuality
(including mythological intertextuality) that constitute the backbone of that stunning
invitation to literary detective work, novel Pale Fire (1962), by the Russian-American writer
and literary scholar Vladimir Nabokov. In order to detect, in that novel, at least the majority
of oblique references to the world history of Western literature, I read voraciously in all
literary languages of the North Atlantic region, I dabbled even in Russian studies in order to
cover that glorious province of literature whence Nabokov (1899-1977) originated and to
which he had made significant contributions before establishing himself as an American
writer. However, the academic study of anthropology and general linguistics intervened,
and it absorbed, for decades, my time, energy and even intellectual passion, so that the 100-
pages draft of my analysis of Pale Fire was to remain a hidden, life-long inspiration to my
work on myth and text, but in itself never saw the light of day as a publication so far.

A similar fate was to attend my work on the Dutch-language Belgian writer Hugo Claus
(1929-2008), whose novel Omtrent Deedee (‘Around the Priest on Duty’, 1964) revolved
around a country pastor as hub of a lower-middle-class Flemish family’s annual
commemoration of grandmother’s death - but in the process the literary characters take on
the shape of central figures in Graeco-Roman mythology, especially Cronus and Aphrodite;
the research questions with which I addressed Claus’s extraordinary work, were: how does he
succeed in keeping his fictional characters alive and modern, and why do not they lifelessly
succumb to the schematisation and immobilisation to be expected if they are merely illustra-
tions of ancient myth? My tentative answer has lain enshrined in several manuscripts

severed all ties with that institution and its staff. In a way, my dedication to the New Comparative Mythology
went at the expense of the destruction of my main institutional affiliation over forty years. Now that I am also
taking my distance from Comparative Mythology as a collective undertaking (this book, chapter 21), what little
is to remain of my intellectual career will read as a picaresque novel: a loner who devoid of social ties lives by his
wits alone.

4 ka = kilo year, one millennium, 1,000 years; BP = Before Present; CE = Common Era; BCE = Beforethe Com-
mon Era. If CE or BCE is not specified, CE is implied.
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shelved for over half a century now.”

from left to right: H. Yamadah (Japan), Michel Razafiarivony (Madagascar), Stephen Oppenheimer (United Kingdom), Wim van
Binsbergen (Netherlands), Michael Witzel (United States) and Shi Yang (People's Republic China) (photo Kazuo Matsumura)

Fig. 1.2. A selection of comparative mythologists photographed during the First Annual
Meeting of the International Association for Comparative Mythology, Pollock Hall, Edin-
burgh, Scotland, United Kingdom, 2007

North African saintly myths. Rather more conclusive was my grappling with Nord African
saintly myths, such as formed the core of the rural popular forms of Islam I was to address in
my first anthropological fieldwork, in the highlands of North-western Tunisia (Jumiriyya),
1968 (with revisits in 1970, 1979, and 2002; van Binsbergen 1980b, 1985¢, and in press (j)).
Conventionalised saintly myths would attach to every major shrine in the region, and from
one point of view these amounted to totemistic aetiologies, explaining the link between a
specific saint and the animal or plant species with which he or she was particularly associ-
ated. In my analysis of such myths I drew mainly on the repertoire of anthropological myth
analysis, then recently enriched with the insights of structuralist analysis with which the
names of Lévi-Strauss, and his followers Edmund Leach and Rodney Needham, are particu-

> As would be typical for a youngster’s first self-chosen project, my work on Claus happened to be far from
original; it was inspired by similar analtysis of literature and myth in Claus’s work, especially by the Belgian
essayist Weverbergh (1965 / 1963), who however limited himself to identifiying the mythological references
without posing ulterior questions. A later converging analysis was by P. Claes 1981.
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larly associated. This work, however successful (it was reprinted / anthologised several
times), remained within the established anthropological tradition and did not spill over into
comparative mythology, until the moment - less than a decade ago - when, having formu-
lated my Pelasgian Hypothesis for quite different purposes, I came to realise that the peas-
ant society of present-day Humiriyya in many respects belongs to the Pelasgian complex,
whose mythology I had explored in an attempt to identify the ethnic background of the Sea
Peoples of the Late-Bronze-Age Mediterranean. But by then I had already been touched by
the magic wand of the New Comparative Mythology.

1.2.2. Overview of the present book

After the preliminaries, of which also the present Introduction forms part, Part II presents
nine chapters with theoretical approaches.

Chapter 2 investigates the preconditions for any comparaison under the title ‘Comparaison
as a paradigmatic problem’. Emphasis is on anthropology, mythology and philology as fields
within which comparison plays an important role. Aggregation and the unity of humankind
are highlighted as special topics. In search of methodological and theoretical lessons, I make
selective reference to my own work of the last decade, especially my book Before the
Presocratics (2012) as an extreme comparativist exercise, and a global analysis of the distri-
bution of the mytheme of the Cosmic Egg. But in fact this this first substantive chapter of
the present book does much more - it amounts to a proud and confident statement of the
lasting value of the anthropological perspective, even though that has undergone severe
erosion and rejection in recent decades cf van Binsbergen 2022c: Introduction.

Chapter 3 specifically addresses Comparative Mythology, and (after inspecting the philoso-
phical literature on myth, and attempting to give a definition of myth) sketches how in this
field the comparativist is torn between the rupture that forces her to distance herself from
the myth, and the fusion that seduces her to adopt and identify with myth. My recent book
Sangoma Science (2021) demonstrates that, for me at least, this chapter and its central di-
lemma have lost none of their relevance.

Chapter 4 deals not so much with myth, but seeks to establish an analytical framework
within which the transcontinental comparative study of (particularly) African myth may be
conducted with some confidence. For this purpose I restudy, nearly a century after the
Swedish museum ethnologist Lindblom, the global distribution of such an abstruse utilitar-
ian object as the spiked-wheel trap, miles removed, apparently, from all mythical imagina-
tion. The relevant transcontinental hypotheses are brought in position:

e The Out-of-Africa Hypothesis;
e the Back-into-Africa Hypothesis;

o the Pelasgian Hypothesis (concerning a West Asian Neolithic package which subse-
quently spread to the Mediterranean and from there, in the Late Bronze Age, in all
four directions) which I formulated over a decade ago (van Binsbergen & Woud-
huizen 20u) in a bid to make sense of the few scraps of information we have on the
culture and world view of the Sea Peoples of the Mediterranean Late Bronze Age;

¢ and Oppenheimer / Dick-Read / Tauchmann’s Sunda Hypothesis, to whose poten-
tial for transcontinental long-range cultural history, especially with a focus on Africa,
I devoted two voluminous recent tomes (2019, 2020).
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I demonstrate the spiked-wheel trap’s potential to act as an index fossil of transcontinental
continuities, illustrating this claim with the global distributions and historical reconstruc-
tions of three more cultural items:

e the Mankala board game,

e geomantic divination (both of them topics to which I have devoted much work in
the past few decades; see this book’s end bibliography), and - as only conspicuous
mythical item -

o the belief in the unilateral mythical being.

The lessons of chapter’s 4 argument will resonate throughout the later chapters of the pre-
sent book.

Chapter 5 presents my first, extremely ambitious but provisional and conjectual, attempt at
contributing to the New Comparative Mythology, by designing a model for Global Mytho-
logical history based on the reconstruction of (part of) the contents of Pandora’s Box, i.e. the
Pre-Out-of-Africa shared cultural package which, with Anatomically Modern Humans’s
Exodus out of Africa, ca. 8o ka BP. spread all over the globe and became a principal condi-
tion for the (widely attested) long list of human cultural universals (¢f Brown 1991, 2000).
Perusal of a corpus of African cosmogonic myths suggested to me a score of basic mythemes
(I call them Narrative Complexes, NarCom), about one third of which could already be re-
constructed to have been part of Pandora’s Box, while the complex history of global mythol-
ogy ever since could be postulated to consist in the subsequent transmission, transforma-
tion and innovation (particularly in the context of over half a dozen Contexts of Intensified
Transformation and Innovation (CITI) scattered along the temporal and spatial transconti-
nental path of this initial package, mainly in the Asian continent between 60 ka and 15 ka
BP, prior to the partial re-transmission of this transformed set back into Africa.

Chapter 6 builds on the previous chapter, tries to outline some of its merits and demerits,
links the mythological process more closely to the genetic history of Anatomically Modern
Humans, seeks to identify specific prehistoric iconographic material that seems to corrobo-
rate the nature of the NarComs provisionally identified, dwells on the reconstructed long-
range history of such basic mythemes as the Primal Waters and the Flood; the Separation
and Re-connection of Heaven and Earth; the Spider; and the Ogre; and defends the emerg-
ing synthesis against the allegation (leveled against it by various East and South Asian
learned audiences) of being myiopically Africanist, African, even Afrocentrist.

Chapter 7, written in 2007, i.e. halfway my personal trajectory into Comparative Mythology,
summarises some of these steps and situates thenm again my further ongoing research
across the decades.

Chapter 8, building upon the insights and methods developed in the preceding chapters,
argues with detailed reference to regional and global mythological data what is perhaps the
most important claim of the present book: pace Michael Witzel’s inveterate insistence upon
the mythological dichotomy between Laurasian and Gondwana basic types) there is not a
separate Comparative Mythology for the Northern Hemisphere and one for the Southern
Hemisphere,® but both are closely related developments in the same overal process of world

6 In the History of Ideas, such sweeping, universalising dichotomous claims have a long and largely detrimental,
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mythology. I make this claim, on the basis of principle (my conviction that humanity has
fundamental unity; 2015, 2020f), but also on the basis of my continued research on, and per-
sonal intensive participation in the life of, the Nkoya people of Western Zambia, South Cen-
tral Africa, and their mythology, studied and published by me in their original Central Bantu
language. After discussing a number of available paradigms seeking to situate Africa within
world mythology (Frobenius, Egyptocentrism, the Black-Athena debate, Afrocentrism), and
the attending linguistic and genetic syntheses, my discussion of the Nkoya material begins
with a radical autocritical reflection. In my Nkoya research during previous decades, culmi-
nating in two major and widely acclaimed book (Religious Change in Zambia - 1981; and
Tears of Rain - 1992) I had taken Nkoya oral traditions (the main repository of Nkoya my-
thology) to obliquely reflect genuine historical events and processes taking place in South
Central Africa from the middle of the 2™ mill. CE on. However, extensive exposure, at the
Netherlands Institute for Advanced Study in the Humanities and the Social Sciences (NIAS,
then situated at Wassenaar, the Netherlands), 1994-1995, to current specialist research by
Assyriologists, Bible scholars, and Egyptologists, convinced me that my earlier mythological
position’ - with all its emphasis on the South Central African region and on the then cur-
rent second millennium CE - had to be faulted because it had failed to recognised and ac-
knowledge the very many fragmentary references, in the Nkoya mythological corpus, to
themes and mythical personages unmistakably at home in the Ancient Near East and An-
cient Egypt, four or five milllennia BP - and to a lesser extent South Asian and South East
Asian, rather more recent mythology. In chapter 8's argument, I identify these apparent
ancient transcontinental elements and trace their ramifications in world mythology, parcel-
ling them up into twentysix specific mythical themes. Situated smack in the heart of the
African continent, nearly equidistant between the Indian Ocean and the Atlantic Ocean, the
Nkoya far from nicely follow the divisive, essentialising, and potentially racialist, Gondwana
model stipulated for African cultures by Witzel, but show themselves largely part and parcel
of the entire realm of world mythology.

Chapter 9 continues the previous chapter’s exercise of identifying and evaluating seminal
ideas as reflected in much of the comparative research undertaken within the IACM. The
membership and especially the leadereship has formed a relatively closely knit community,
in which ideas and data circulate freely and may pick up by anyone at any time. I single out
three seminal ideas that may be mentioned in this connection:

e ‘It was probably geographic blockage by Neanderthals which prevented Anatomi-

even murderous, past. Cases in point are the Ancient Israelites’s distinction between their own people and the
more original inhabitants of Palestine, who, although closely related in culture and language, yet were condemned
(at least, in legendary accounts such as the Old Testament) to the ban (277 frerem), i.e. divinely sanctioned total
extermination (Noort 1998); or the Greek distinction between Hellenoi and Barbaroi; or the absolute distinction,
ever since the Early Middle Ages, between Jews, Christians,. and Muslims; or, closer to our era, the Early Modern
conviction that there should be a different mechanics for terrestial and for celestial phenomena - a contention
exploded by Newton. However, in the latter achievement, Newton (for whom belief in astrology has been claimed
but contested; Cohen 1941; Cowling 1977) could let himself be inspired by the ancient Hermetic adage ‘So above, so
below’ - the principle on which all astrology since the Ancient Near East has been predicated.

7 Which had been in line with the hausse in studies in (especially precolonial) African religious and political
history, with which especially the names of Terence Ranger, Jan Vansina, Isariah Kimambo, and Matthew Schof-
feleers have been associated (Ranger 1975, 1978; Ranger & Kimambo 1972; Schoffeleers 1979; Vansina 1965, 1966,
1985, 1990). In chapters 2 and 17 we touch on this approach.
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cally Modern Humans to leave Africa (c. 60-50 ka BP) and to diffuse into Eurasia be-
yond the Levant’

e ‘It was primarily in Asia that the crucial transformations and innovations took place
producing the main mythologies attested in historical times on the basis of the Pre-
Out-of-Africa mythological inheritance of Anatomically Modern Humans’

e ‘Once we have a theoretical model of the development of global mythology in pre-
history, we can use it to systematically read / interpret prehistoric iconography, while
the latter, in turn, can be used to corroborate our theoretical model’.

from left to right: Stephanus Djunatan, Yuri Berezkin, Nick Allent, Natalya Yanchevskaya, Kazuo Matsumura (seen from the
back), Boris Oguibenine, and Wim van Binsbergen; photo Eric Venbrux

Fig. 1.3. A selection of comparative mythologists photographed after the Second Annual
Meeting of the International Association for Comparative Mythology, Ravenstein, the
Netherlands, 2008

Chapter 9’s argument suggests that these three points were made, at qauite an early stage, in
my own contributions to the IACM debates. Besides, the argument continues the critique of
Witzel's central conceptual tool, the Laurasian / Gondwana dichotomy.

In chapter 10, many theoretical and comparative lines of the previous chapters come to-
gether. in that I present, on one broad canvas and in tabulated form, major mythemes that
have played a role in comparative mythology. My contention is that these data bring out
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transcontinental continuity and redress Africa’s place as being at a par with the other conti-
nents, in stead of having to be relegated to the typological and historical murky corner of
backwardness.

Of course I realise that, while occasionally stopping to defend myself from the allegation of
being an arch-Afrocentrist who cannot be taken seriously in his partisan defence of Africa, it
is not just academic interest, not the mere objective pursuit of scholarship that has brought
me to adopt these positions and thus to contest such habitual North Atlantic (including
Witzel's) essentialising and condescending claims to the opposite, as try to relegate Africa
and Africans to a peripheral, retarded position in the world system. I have come to identify
with Africa, not only intellectually as a leading Africanist, but also existentially - it is strands
of Nkoya culture that inform my current personal conceptions of happiness, power, conflict,
the continuity of generations, the responsibilities of kin. I have been incorporated in the
Nkoya community, speak their language, know their culture, have a wide range of adoptive
and affinal kin among the Nkoya, I have taken the ethnic, political and medical causes of the
Nkoya people to heart, and I was rewarded, already in the late 1970s, by being adopted, as
his son, by one of the Nkoya kings, Mwenekahare Kabambi of the Mashasha Nkoya; my
eldest daughter daily played on his lap during our initial fieldwork in the early 1970s, and my
middle daughter is considered the reincarnation of Mwenekahare Kabambi’s great grand-
mother, Mwene Shikanda ba kukandile baKaonde ‘Queen Shikanda who shook (or forcibly
circumcised) the Kaonde people’, our neighbours to the north.8 And in another branch of
the Kahare-related family network, my actually closest Nkoya kin are those of Shumbayama
village on the Kazo stream, who constitute the descent group originally owning the Kahare
royal title (which until the late 19™ c. CE belonged not to Kabambi’s descent group but to
Kambotwe and his kin, associated with the Kamakokwa stream some thirty kilometres
North of the Njonjolo stream, where the royal court of Mwenekahare has been situated
since the early 201 ¢. CE). And if this re-incarnation on African soil is not enough, during
more recent fieldwork in Botswana, Southern Africa, 700 km. South of Nkoyaland and in a
strikingly different cultural and linguistic domain, I became a fully-fledged diviner-healer, a
development that has had an enormous impact on my scientific outlook and production
and in fact was my stepping-stone to comparative mythology. All this may be taken to imply
that T would blindly object to any condescending marginalising of Africa and Africans even
beyond the limits of my academic authority - but that does not mean that I do not possess
such authority, or that my arguments are inherently unscholarly.

After thus pegging out a claim area for my own brand of Comparative Mythology, in Part III
I discuss (on the basis of extensive listings of areas and bibliographic references) the global
distribution of several important mythemes, and try to base a provisional historical recon-
struction upon these distributions, using the methodology developed in the preceding chap-
ters and in my study of headhunting. In consecutive chapters I discuss the Ogre, the Spider,
the Leg Child (i.e.a human or god born by other means than the usual birth channel), and

8 This is all very well as an expression of closeness and identification, yet I cannot dissimulate the slight emba-
rassment and irritation which I have felt when my old friend the late lamented René Devisch, once the leading
Africanist at Louvain, Belgium, throughout his career used to treat his collocutors to a similar personal myth,
now painted on a large literary canvas in the thinly disguised protagonist of Koen Peeters’s novel De mensen-
genezer (2017); ¢f. van Binsbergen 2020i and 20uf. More on my personal myths in my Sangoma Science (2021).
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the Cosmic Egg.

The next part, IV, proposes, in chapter 15, a different methodology for myth analysis: quantify-
ing a large number of traits in the constituent speciments in a corpus of similar myths (e.g.
Flood stories), and trace the underlying patterns of affinity and dissociation by multivariate
analysis and cross-tabulation. Such an analysis was already extensively undertaken by me on
Marc Isaak’s corpus of Flood myths worldwide, and is now in the press as a separate mono-
graph; a first instalment has been an article I published (with the collaboration of Isaak) in
Cosmos: The Journal of the Traditional Cosmology Society in 2008, based on a special session
on Stephen Oppenheimer’s work at the 2™ Annual Meeting of the International Association
for Comparative Mythology, Edinburgh, Scotland, UK, 2007. In the present book a first in-
stalment of the results is included: a quantitative analysis of the heroes in Flood myth, which
offers a rather unique perception of time depth, modes of thought, an appreciation (beyond
Fontenrose’s classic analysis of mythical combat in his book Python, 1959 / 1980) of the sym-
bolic and cosmological dimensions of heroic combat in the mythical domain (in the light,
particularly, of the cosmology of cyclical element transformation - the combat may refer to
the violent transformative impact of one element upon another, e.g. Water annihilating Fire).

In Chapter 16 this quantitative, statistical approach is specifically applied to the problem of
periodisation. After an general, qualitative summary on Flood myths worldwide and the ma-
jor themes arisen in their analysis, I select some eight variables in the data set that may be
considered particularly sensitive to the time dimension; subsequently tracing the statisti-
cally significant relationships between these selected variables and all others in our sample, I

e not only demonstrate that the quantitative approach as advocated in this Part may
be particularly illuminating towards answering questions of long-range peerspectives
in space and time -

¢ but I also offer an extensive argument why Flood myths, far from belonging in Pan-
dora’s Box (where Witzel situates them), and even though they may be argued to
have emerged, in their earliest form, in Upper Palaeolithic Central to East Asia
among the humans carrying MtDNA Type B, typologically and ideologically are
much more at home in the Early Neolithic, and in fact highlight the principal con-
tradictions that from the onset of the Neolithic on begin to dominate human global
cultural history: male-female, transcendent-immanent, and human-animal.

In Part V, a number of miscellaneous studies are collected, with no other unifying feature
than that they are difficult to accommodate in any of the preceding Parts.

Chapter 17 looks, from the perspective of today’s (New) Comparative Mythology, at Mat-
thew Schoffeleers’s historical interpretation of a corpus of suitor stories collected in 20™ c.
CE Malawi, South Central Africa. His approach turns out to be informed by two somewhat
conflicting influences: the oral-history school (Vansina, Ranger) which seeks to identify ker-
nels of fragmentary historical truth in ancient narratives (also see chapter 2); and Lévistraus-
sian abstract structuralism, which suggests that underlying such narratives is basically an
(otherwise meaningless) binary logical structure upholding a rational world view of oppo-
sites, and hence the quality of being human. For Schoffeleers, the Malawian stories invite
interpretations in terms of the inroads of mercantile capitalism in the Malawian microcosm
of half a millennium BP. My own re-analysis suggests a far more transcontinental context,
where stories may travel from distant provenances in space and time, and thus are less likely
to contain decodable messages on local and regional events and developments.
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Chapter 18 is, as a finished text (some of the other chapters go back to much older drafts),
the oldest piece in the present volume, written before I had made contact with the New
Comparative Mythology. Compelled, by the vicissitudes of my Botswana fieldwork (under
circumstances as described at length elsewhere: van Binsbergen 2003: chs 5-8, 2021c, to
make a detailed, world-wide study of Leopard-skin symbolism, I initially leaned heavily on
the work of the German linguist Kammerzell (1994) in the field of Afroasiatic and Indo-
European languages in the region where Africa and Asia meet; and on the analysis of the
globally distributed mytheme of the unilateral mythical being, by the Swedish historian of
religion Harald von Sicard (1968-1969). Extending these approaches into the vast realm of
the Bantu languages (a linguistic phylum comprising several hundred languages throughout
much of Africa South of the equator), my argument in this chapter arrives at truly amazing,
far-reaching continuities in the lexical designation and symbolic perception of the Leopard
skin and other forms of scatteredness — thus constituting a background for the claim that
long-range transcontinentality is one of the principal features of mythologies worldwide.

Chapter 19 consists of a superficial, impromptu record of the performance, on the premises
of Harvard University, Cambridge MA, USA, in 2010, of the South Asian, Hindu and Bud-
dhist Fire ritual known as Homa, and my inkling of an arguable link with the Sangoma ec-
static cult of Southern Africa - of which I became a senior member during fieldwork there.
In the process, transcontinental aspects of ecstatic cults are suggested in regard of such cults
at Bali, Indonesia, and the Bori cult of West Africa.

Chapter 20 is the least accomplished of the chapters in this book. It is merely an illustrated
paper proposal, for my contribution to the IACM Annual Meeting of 2016, at Brno, Czech
Republic, convened by my old friend and fellow-director of the ACM, the leading historical
linguist Vaclav Blazek. Having in the past repeatedly addressed the anthropology and phi-
losophy of time (e.g. van Binsbergen 1996b, and in the context of local genealogical knowl-
edge and manipulation in North Africa: van Binsbergen 1970 / 2022a), my Brno paper was to
express my concern that the set conference topic, i.e. the mythology of time, took too much
for granted that our contributing scholars would have the same conception of time as the
historical actors as authors of the myths considered in our comparative mythology. The pa-
per thus echoes a point made repeatedly throughout the present book: the lack (that is, in
my opinion) of genuine historical awareness and anti-ethnocentric self-criticism among
many exponents of the New Comparative Mythology. However, since the majority of the
Brno participants were text-based philolologists without the slightest experience with the
lived time perception of actual actors outside their own time-punctuated classrooms, time-
honoured libraries, and time-obsessed North Atlantic middle-class society still in the throes
of Hegel’s discovery of the time dimension as the principal determinant factor in identity in
Modern times, the point of the paper did scarcely register with my audience at the time.

Chapter 21, finally, turned out to be the most difficult paper to write in the entire collection, hold-
ing up the publication of this book by a full decade, and this simply for personal reasons. I have
made no secret of my admiration for Michael Witzel's work nor of my many-faceted indebtedness
to him - yet in the end my assessment of his magnum opus, The Origins of the World’s Mytholo-
gies (2012) turns out to be far more critical, even to the point of rejection, than the utterly positive
reader’s report on that book’s manuscript, which I wrote with total honesty at the request of Ox-
ford University Press in 2007, and which chapter 21 pretends to present (reserving the devastating
criticism for the footnotes that I added when editing the present volume in 2022). Normally [ am
quick, often too quick, in my judgment, but in this case the slow ripening of my judgment held
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pace with my own ripening as a critical but passionate comparative mythologist myself. Especially
a scholar as perceptive not to say visionary, innovative, hard-working, bold and well-informed as
Michael Witzel, deserves (as reward for his own integrity and Herculean efforts towards further-
ing his field of research) to be judged by state-of-the-art standards of scholarship, and state-of-the-
art standards of the epistemology and global politics of valid knowledge formation. Enough tact-
fulness, funding, friendship, and patronage, has been brought to bear upon Witzel's work so as to
further his leadership and his achievements but at the same time so as to obsure his shortcomings
- and therefore not enough to save him from gross methodological and theoretical errors. Tact-
fulness is, alas, not an entry in my personal dictionary, and I have been sufficiently punished for
this defect. Still, facing the option of letting friendship prevail over what is required to make com-
parative mythology into a mature undertaking we can all be collectively proud of, I chose to
oblige; even if it meant biting the hand that fed me; even if it was sure to expel me from the com-
munity of the New Comparative Mythology — but throughout my career I have grown used to that
experience, and as chapter 21 makes clear, ominously that process had long started by 2012. Thus
the final chapter sums up not only my arguments in the present book, but also puts paid to my
endeavour to emulate Witzel, join his circle, and to be accepted there.

30

The present book is a collection of detached essays, not a fully integrated and sustained handbook
of method and theory in comparative mythology. The emerging theory usually has no pretensions
beyond the specific chapter’s argument in which it appears. Exponents of the New Comparative
Mythology tend to be fond of describing new varieties of patterns of myth, but they are usually
loath to discuss theory, method, and epistemology, and tend to have little or no experience in
quantitative methods. When my dear colleague Steve Farmer, at the Third Annual Meeting of the
International Association for Comparative Mythology (IACM), at Tokyo, Japan, held a plea to the
effect that we should be ‘Turning comparative mythology and religion into a rigorous science’
(Farmer 2009),9 he met with strikingly little support, as if his proposal was felt to be offensive.

9 There is an oblique reference here to a title by the phenomenological philosopher Husserl (1965), but I wonder
if Farmer, as the ‘comparative historian’ which he claims to be, may be expected to refer to one of the pillars of
Modern philosophy. Farmer is however unmistakably familiar with European Renaissance philosophy, and his
PhD work was on the Italian thinker Pico della Mirandola, a contemporary of the pantheist heritical philosopher
Giordano Bruno. Incidentally, as a close associate of Witzel’s and most regular attendant of the latter’s confer-
ences, Farmer has often vented sobering, critical, extremely valuable views in the IACM context, for instance
when pointing out (an observation which I took over in the present volume) that the huge error functions of
modern molecular genetics (running into the tens of thousands of years) practically preclude the use of that
ancillary discipline as providing a time scale for Comparative Mythology; or when he warned that the relatively
recent nature of the actual historical sources of Comparative Mythology (going back a few millennia at best, but
often just the 19Lh c. CE) practically precludes their use for reconstructions going back into remote prehistory.
Emily Lyle, in a contribution to the Festschrift I received at my 70 birthday (Lyle 2018 in Mosima 2018) also
notes the predilection for sweeping reconstructions in space and time which she finds to be a characteristic of
my work - but Witzel and Berezkin have been bitten by the same bug, and that is why I like their work im-
mensely. I am not indulging in this predeliction without proper preparation - in fact, much of my recent work,
in the present book as well in van Binsbergen 2012, 2018, 2020, 2021 (and even already 1981, 1992), has been a
struggle to arrive at an explicit methodology for the retrieval of the remote past, by a combination of genetic,
mythological, ethnographic-distributional, and linguistic data. But as far as philosophy is concerned, the impact
of that field on the New Comparative Mythology has been remarkably limited, considering (see the present
volume, ch. 3) that such philosophers as Plato, Cassirer and Kolakowski have had much to say about the nature
and social workings of myth. Witzel (2012) does cite another pillar of Modern thought, Nicolai Hartmann, but
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Philologists, linguists, and orientalists have made up the bulk of the membership of the IACM,
and like most historians they feel that theory curtails the flight of their discovery. Needless to say I
disagree - the present book is there to bear me out. The New Comparative Mythologists tend to
plunder ancillary fields such as archaeology, genetics, comparative historical linguistics, history,
anthropology, for readily consumable chunks of data, but rarely take the time to thoroughly famil-
iarise themselves with these fields, to properly incorporate these fields’s theories and methods, to
applythese theories and methods under critical specialist supervision, hence have a tendency to
blunder into what, in chapter 21 of this book, I will call scientistic science fiction. Comparative my-
thology tends to impute concepts, propositions, meanings, into the minds of historical actors usu-
ally separated from us in time and space by thousands of years and thousands of kilometres. If we
are not very prudent lest we smuggle into our analysis our own present-day specialist academic
concepts and modes of thought, the exercise of comparative mythological analysis becomes futile,
a mockery of scholarship and especially of the History of Ideas. Some of the chapters in this book
explicitly grapple with this type of problem, but others more simply depart from a set of aggre-
gated mythemes whose shaky foundation in remote historical practice remains to be ascertained.

Considering that this book covers only a relatively thin slice of my engagement with com-
parative mythology over the last two decades, the question is opportune as to what makes
that subject so irresistable to me? One of the field’s great attractions is the opportunity to
rub shoulders with specialists of disciplines (such as comparative historical linguistics, pa-
laeoanthropologists, geneticists) in which I never became a recognised specialist yet which I
have diligently studied, or merely dabbled in, ever since my student days nearly sixty years
ago (when I devoured the works, then popular, by the prehistorian Herbert Kuhn and espe-
cially Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, and dreamed of becoming a palaeoanthropologist myself;
¢f van Binsbergen 2021c: ch. 5). Yet there is a more compelling answer to my italicised ques-
tion above, and I have given it already. Comparative mythology greatly helps me in my con-
stant, irresistable drive to make history where previously there was none.

Michael Witzel plunged me into the deep when demanding, as a prerequisite for a free ticket to my
second Harvard Round Table, in Kyoto, Japan, in 2005, that I produce a sustained argument on Afri-
can cosmogonic myths. After all, as a leading Africanist, and from Leiden to boot, such an assign-
ment ought to be a piece a cake for me. However, beyond the Nkoya people of Zambia with whom I
have done research ever since 1972 and who have a rudimentary creation story independent from
Christianity, I had never looked at African creation stories; and as a Manchester-associated social
anthropologist cum ethnohistorian creation stories were certainly not at the centre of my research
interest. Frantically I went hunting for a corpus of African cosmogonic myths, sufficiently broad and
representive to allow me to fulfil what was for me then an impossible and unprecedented task. But
the agony of those weeks was soon turned into bliss, when I realised what the comparative-
mythology perspective had brought me: not only the great satisfaction of renewing my acquaintance
with ancillary fields and their practitioners, but particularly, — at long last! - the awareness of a conti-
nental and even transcontinental coherence, and a time scale allowing me to look much deeper into
the past than the millennium or so which had been the time measure of my previous explorations in

mainly because the latter’s book Anthropologie (1960) also extends to mythology; and when he needs to state
the fundamental questions that myth, in his mind, appears to be about (Witzel: ‘who are we, where do we come
from, where are we going’), he does not appreciate that these are also among the fundamental questions of all
philosophy, but instead reaches for the same message as scribbled (as a piece of unartistic pedantry? as an unin-
teresting truism?) in a the corner of a painting by Gauguin (1848-1903), the French painter known for his delib-
erate exotism.
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African religious or political history (van Binsbergen 1981, 1992).

The whole episode reminds me of one of my favourite science-fiction stories, Theodore
Sturgeon’s ‘The Microcosmic God’ (1941). Inside a large garage, a relatively standard terres-
trial human keeps numerous live miniature humans in a terrarium; enacting one of my own
childhood dreams, they have developed their own miniature society, reproduce, engage in
science and invention, etc. Their owner becomes increasingly tyrannical in his demands
upon the little people, and under sanction of being instantly annihilated by him they pro-
duce astounding feats of invention within a few days even hours, e.g. an impenetrable elec-
tromagnetic shield ordered by their Microcosmic God when the garage is under outside
attack. My Kyoto paper was such a feat, and inadvertently but under enormous pressure of
time and bewilderment, I hit on a synthesis which after nearly two decades I still find useful.
and illuminating, and which is repeatedly discussed in the present volume.

(b) (@
(a) Aerial overview of the landscape (Google Earth 2022); (b) The shrine of Sidi Mhammad Junior - marked by a cirdle in (a) and (c) - in
the midst of the valley of the same name, “Ain Draham, Tunisia, 2002; () major shrines in the valley, and their historical relationships In
(a), note the course of the two rivulets flowing North East, traversing the valley, and discharging in the Wad al-Kebir.

Fig. 1.4. Three modes of seeing and representing a religious landscape.

49



source: https://www.3dworldshop.com/Pocket-Stereoscope-WW2-British-Army, with thanks
Fig. 1.5. A field stereoscope.

In my 1988 novel on North African ethnographic fieldwork, Een Buik Openen (Opening Up a
Belly), the young protagonist’s main research task is to make sense of the bewildering abun-
dance of larger and lesser saintly shrines (some of them unmistakably of megalithic origin)
distributed all over the 12 km® valley that is his fieldwork site. Because one of the members
of his research team is a geologist, he can lay his hands on aerial photographs of the steep
mountain slopes and ragged rocky tops that extend for many kilometres in every direction.
With the aid of a field stereoscope that came with the prints, it would seem possible to add
the illusion of optical depth to these photographs. He has never handled such material be-
fore, but as he awkwardly peers through the lenses and slightly shifts and readjusts the posi-
tion of two matching photographs, suddenly a miracle strikes his eyes, ravines open up,
treetops prick into his eyes, gullies and rivulets that he crosses every day in his wanderings
through the villages on his way to interviewees take on a familiar shape, and the valley re-
veals its three-dimensional secrets in a way he would never have believed.”

This also describes, in a nutshell, my experience with comparative mythology, and explains
my incessant fascination for the subject. As I was advancing in writing my first sollicited
contribution to the New Comparative Mythology (included in this book als chapter 5), I was
practically moved to tears by the hitherto incredible temporal vistas that were opening up
under my hands and eyes. I was constructing as careful a methodology as possible, for me to
peep much deeper into the past than [ had ever gazed, yet with systematic, methodologi-
cally warranted and empirically backed up confidence, and [ was beginning to prise open
and vaguely discern the contents of Pandora’s Box - the sum total of collective cultural in-
cluding mythological traits that we all share as Anatomically Modern Humans, prior to our
global dispersal through the Out-of-Africa Exodus. (Hence the title of this book: Pandora’s

'® As an adolescent, reading the palacontologist Teilhard de Chardin’s main work Le Phenomene Humain (1955),
I was impressed and puzzled that this scientist, used to base his research on the indirect evidence from mark-
ings and discolorations in the ground, in the opening pages of his book could sing the praises of Seeing as the
fundamental act of human knowledge formation. I now understand what he meant. Nothing drives home to us
the conviction of reality as seeing with out own eyes, however deceptive that often may be. Later I learned that
having acquired ‘field perceptiveness’ was one of the hallmarks of the accomplished geologist, soil scientist,
archaeologist, and even anthropological fieldworker
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Box Prised Open).

The quest for origins is an inveterate affectation of the Age of Romanticism, which rears its
head almost inevitably when we are dealing for reconstructions of the remote past. It was a
stumbling-block of the Black-Athena discussion of the last decades of the 20™ ¢. CE (Lefko-
witz & McLean Rogers 1996; van Binsbergen 1997 / 2011), and again arose in the context of
the New Comparative Mythology. As Thuillard et al ; cf Backer 2017) put it:

‘The study of the narrative elements in tales and myths (motifs) belongs to a long tradition,

initially aimed at finding the area of origin of early narratives (Urtexts). This objective, which
has been much criticized, is generally abandoned today...

‘Generally’, perhaps, but the title of Witzel's mythological magnum opus The Origins of the
World’s Mythologies (2012) demonstrates that he still embraces that old quest lock, stock
and barrel, and also my own work e.g. as collected in the present volume shows that I be-
lieve it is theoretically and methodologically possible to reconstruct and capture origins in
the mythical field, especially at the abstract level of models and theories, even if on the
ground the very first specimens of a new phenomenon inevitably are obscured by their pau-
city and by the mists of time.

My Kyoto paper was only a beginning. I would never have reached even that relatively mi-
nor achievement without the inspiration from Michael Witzel, in the first place,”" and from
other core members of his circle - among whom I count, among others, Vaclav BlazZek, Boris
Oguibénine, Kazuo Matsumura, Emily Lyle, Steve Farmer, Yuri Berezkin, Nick Allent, Eric
Venbrux, John Colorusso, John Bengtson, James Harrod, and Natalya Yanchevskaya. I still
had to explain how Pandora’s Box could have gotten its contents; and why, with the disper-
sal of Anatomically Modern Humans from 8o-60 ka BP, these original traits had, mostly, not
changed beyond recognition despite the expected processes of cultural drift and free varia-
tion, but, on the contrary, seem to have retained much of their basic shape and meaning.
Most of the provisional answers are to be found in my series of books: from 2012 to 2018 to
2021, but that is not the point here. The point is that, with this book, I am proudly saluting
one of the most exciting recent new developments in the world of scholarship, and one that
has given me, over the best part of two decades, immense pleasure. And some pain.

Yet even so, I cannot pretend that my conception of comparative mythology is anything but
one-sided and myopic. I realise that I am reducing the field to a means to an end: peeping
into humankind’s remotest past, retrieving some of the central concerns and images that
informed human and social life in the Palaeolithic, using an increased insight in the forms
and connections of myth in order to reconstruct ancient modes of thought and transconti-

" In the course of this book, and especially in its final chapter, I say devastatingly critical things about Michael
Witzel's work, and I try to substantiate such negative statements so as to avoid the impression that they are
merely made out of personal frustration and other even less scholarly sentiments. The cause of science thrives
mainly through the critical interaction between scientists, and I have always considered grounded criticism as
the highest praise one could accord a colleague. My background (in an Amsterdam popular neighbourhood)
and erratic life history (ending up as both a distinguished professor, an African diviner-healer, and an African
prince) have made me reject the kind of social pressures that usually govern peer consensus and peer sociability
in academia. I greatly admire Michael Witzel, and I have frequently praised him as the indispensable innovator
of comparative mythology. He taught me, already in middle age, to cherish that field and even to identify with
it. This has given me the right to further and defend it, even in the face of Michael’s inevitable shortcomings as,
merely, a philologist, a product of North-western Europe, and a privileged White male; I only do realise too well
that similar shortcomings are overhelmingly my own.
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nental continuities. For many students of myth, especially from the humanities and litera-
ture sciences, such an approach may be dismissed as merely epiphenomenal, secondaray,
parasitical: as ignoring what they are inclined to take as the essence of myth, i.e. to consti-
tute a statement on the human condition, to provide the core narratives around which belles
lettres may be constructed, to offer particularly significant and potent vehicles for recognis-
able, profound, often cathartic, emotions, and thus to offer models for identity (c¢f Doorn-
bos & van Binsbergen 2017), moral judgment, and action. When Lévistraussian structuralism
seems to reduce myth to a rationalistic game of the mind celebrating (essentially empty,
emotionless, and meaningless) scaffoldings of logic, it seems to miss the essence of myth as
a prop for existential signification. My approach in the present book, although rather far
removed from structuralism, seems to invite a similar objection; just as well that I am not
the only passionate student of myth.

1.2. Provenance of chapters and other editorial matters

Nearly all chapters give, in their first footnote, the original context in which the text was first
presented and / or published. These data overlap with the entries in this book’s end
bibliography, and (if included in books published under my name) with the listing of my
books on the first pages of this volume. Entries of my publications in this listing and in the
end bibliography are funished with clickable hyperlinks, so that they may be consulted by
the reader without effort nor cost.

Writing in a North Atlantic international language about social and cultural phenomena
from largely outside that region, and often from very different periods than our time and
age, I am keenly aware of the ethnocentric and hegemonic distortions and impositions such
writing usually entails. I can scarcely render original orature in this book, but whenever the
original expressions are available in their original script, I consider it my intercultural obliga-
tion to incorporate such script in my book text so as to remind the reader of the relatively
independent status of the original myth in its own right, and of our potentially hegemonic
appropriation. For reasons of practicality and personal ignorance such rendering is not al-
ways possible, and whenever [ try to stick to my self-imposed rule, I risk philological blun-
ders, as I very well know. However, my intention is not to boast a philological omniscience I
(as a simple anthropologist / intercultural philosopher) cannot possibly possess, but to pay
respect (as someone who has been greatly enriched by his exposure to transcontinental be-
liefs, myths and wisdom) to other cultural expressions than the North Atlantic ones of to-
day.

The several indexes which appear at the end of this book, have been compiled on the basis
of initial capitalisation of words as indicative of their constituting proper names in their own
right. Such capitalisation is normally used only very sparingly in English, Dutch and most
modern languages, whereas it is standard and mandatory in German prose, not even only
for proper names but for nouns in general. Considering that the indexes lend much added
value to this book, I have allowed rather more initial capitalisation than would be expected
in an otherwise standard English text; I thank the reader for her understanding.

Similar understanding is needed, and probably less readily granted, in regard of the exces-
sive self-referentiality that characterises this book as well as much of my other work of the
last two decades. Lavish referencing is part of my style as a scholarly writer, and I insist on
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long and full bibliographies, not as a form of window dressing but as one of the obvious
means to claim and acquire scholarly authority for my arguments. That perhaps as much as
one quarter of my references in this book is to my own work, is a regrettable, sometimes
ridiculous, oddity which springs, not so much from my (admittedly unmistakable!) vanity
and self-righteousness, but rather from the fact that over the decades I have been pioneering
relatively uncharted grounds, and that my earlier explorations in the same terra incognita
adduce often indispensable pieces of evidence and argument - my many recent texts in fact
converge to a few common topics and there is no point in denying that they are parts of the
same sustained research and writing project.
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Chapter 2. Comparability as a
paradigmatic problem (2013)"

2.0. My book Before the Presocratics as an extreme
comparativist exercise

My motivation to participate in the Sofia 2013 ‘Conference for the Comparative Sciences’ and
to present this chapter as a key-note address on comparison as a method, derived from the
fact that less than a year earlier I published a book entitled Before The Presocratics: Cyclicity,
Transformation, And Element Cosmology: The Case Of Transcontinental Pre- Or Protohistoric
Cosmological Substrates Linking Africa, Eurasia And North America. That work was the cul-
mination of much of my research over a quarter of a century. It sought to contribute to the
study of the global long-range history of human thought and philosophy. Written from an
Attenuated Afrocentrist perspective, it revolved on state-of-the-art comparative methods and
insights from linguistics, archaeology, ethnography, and mythology. It had a sound empirical
basis (disclosed by full indexes) in its impressive bibliography and in its extensive case studies
of board games, geomantic divination, a South Central African clan system, East Asian cor-
relative cosmologies (e.g. Z#E I Ching), cosmologies from Ancient Egypt, Africa, Native
America and the Upper Palaeolithic, Greek philosophic texts (especially the few scraps of
texts attributed to Empedocles), and linguistic continuities across Asia. It typologised modes
of thought and traces their evolution since the Palaeolithic, claiming:

1 we can reconstruct modes of thought of the remote past, in detail and reliably;

2. such reconstruction is predicated on (and, in turn, confirms) two assumptions:
(@) the fundamental unity of (Anatomically Modern) humankind, and
(b) the porous nature, therefore, of geographic / political / identitary / cultural boundaries;

3. this in particular means that sub-Saharan Africa has been part and parcel of

2 van Binsbergen, Wim M.J., 2013b, ‘Comparability as a paradigmatic problem: Key note address, International
Conference for the Comparative Sciences, Sofia, Bulgaria, October 2013 (organised by the Bulgarian Compara-
tive Education Society)’, at: http://www.quest-journal.net/shikanda/topicalities/orig_keynote_sofia_2013.pdf
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global cultural history to a much greater extent than commonly admitted.

Applying this perspective to the Ancient Greek Presocratic philosophers who allegedly
founded Western philosophy, I tested Working Hypothesis (1): ‘a transformative cycle of
elements (as attested in East Asia and Central Africa) has constituted a global substrate
since the Upper Palaeolithic (over 12,000 years ago), informing - from some West Asian,
“Pelasgian”, proposedly Proto-African source - Eurasian, African and N. American cosmo-
logies’. An Alternative Working Hypothesisposited (2): ‘the transformative cycle of elements
only dates from the West Asian Bronze Age’ (5,000-3,000 years ago). I also examined (3) ‘the
possibility of this system’s transcontinental transmission in historical times’. Painstakingly,
(2) and (3) were empirically vindicated, while much evidence of Upper Palaeolithic element
cosmologies was found (but without the fgeatres of cyclicity, transformation, and cataly-
sis).13 This casts new light on Empedocles’ originality. Presocratic thought became a path to
modern science because it constituted a backwater mutation away (especially in its reception)
from the cyclic transformation dominating W.Asian / N.E. African Bronze Age cosmologies.

In the present chapter my focus is not on that book’s content but on the theoretical and
methodological prerogatives of the excessive comparison through space and time, on which
it hinges.

2.1. Introduction

As the Biblical book of Proverbs says (9:10):
‘The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom...".

The Protestant Free University, Amsterdam, the Netherlands (free in the sense of being
allegedly free from state intervention in its internal affairs) derives its motto from this text,
and I often came across it when, nearly ten years after I had relinquished the Christianity of
my childhood, my Drs thesis was examined there by the Reader in Religious Anthropology
Blau (1970), only to take a cum laude doctorate there a decade later (1979), and to become a
full professor of anthropology there (1990-1998), charged with ethnic studies. Paraphrasing
that text, and following the trend in Western culture over the past two millennia of secular-
ising ‘wisdom’ into ‘science’, we might say:

‘Comparison is the beginning of all science.’
Let us have a comparative (!) overture:

e when Mesopotamian science emerged - in the first place in the context of divi-
nation, now considered (because of its defective falsifiability; Popper 1935 / 1959) a
mere pseudo-science but still on European university curricula in the 18" century CE
- it was by (a) the minute comparison of phenomena and (b) binding them into the

3 #2.1. CYCLICAL ELEMENT TRANSFORMATION constitutes a cosmology in which the world consists of a
limited number of elements, A, B, C,... etc., in such a way that under specific, identified conditions A brings forth
(or annihilates, as the case may be) B, B brings forth / annihilates C, etc. A catalytic process means that, in re-
gard of the pair A and B, A’s producing / annihilating B presupposes the presence of another element, Z, that is
not in itself actively involved in the action between A and B, even though Z forms part of the entire transforma-
tive cycle and features elsewhere in the cycle in its own right.
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main instrument of proto-science, lists, that empirical generalisations however spu-
rious could be formulated (Weidner 1941-1969; Bottéro 1974, 1992)

e when Aristotle (late 4th c. BCE /1854-1883) and his successor Theophrastus (late 4th ¢. BCE /
1916) founded biology in the city of Athens in the late 4th c. BCE, it was by detailed comparison
of the outer and inner phenomena of different types of plants, animals, and humans;

e when at the other end of Eurasia Chinese scholars were engaged in similar exercises
at roughly the same time their approach was not different and essentially compar-
ative (Needham c.s. 1986)

e when, a century later, Hellenist philologists in the city of Alexandria founded comparative
literature, Homeric criticism, and comparative mythology, it was by seeing both the
communalities and the differences between texts, in other words by comparison.

But these references to essentially literate situations from the last few millennia do very far from
exhaust the attested range of comparison as a major faculty of human thought. Linguists have
since long agreed that the human use of language hinges on the distinctive features (Jakobson
1941; Jakobson et al. 1952) of speech items - those by which (through comparison) they can be dis-
tinguished from other similar ones, so that classification as same, or at least as belonging to one
underlying category, goes hand in hand with distinction as different. Nineteenth-century CE an-
thropologists were captivated by what Durkheim and Mauss were to call ‘primitive classifications’
(Durkheim & Mauss 1901), many of which were to be studied, for every part of the world and for
every historical period, under the heading of ‘totemism’. The older literature on this topic is very
extensive (e.g. Hartland 1915; Durkheim 1912), but we are fortunate in having, in the work of
Mauss’s student Claude Lévi-Strauss, what even after half a century still looks as the more inspir-
ing, perhaps definitive treatment of the topic — which complements his similarly orientated explo-
rations into ‘undomesticated’ thought (La Pensée Sauvage).* Intrigued by the ubiquitous
association between human groups and selected items from the non-human world (animals,
plants, other natural phenomena) with which these groups tend to have entered in a special rela-
tionship (naming, postulated descent, taboo on killing and eating), Lévi-Strauss (19624, 1962b; ¢f
Needham 1967) argues (in typical rationalist / idealist, Durkheimian fashion; ¢f’ Durkheim 1912)
that there is nothing in the intrinsic qualities of each individual totem that predestines it to serve
as a totem, they are not ‘good to eat’ - but that they are props for thought, ‘good to think’; the to-
temic association always comes in pairs, in such a way that the category which the totem pair
share stresses the relationship between the two associated groups, with the specific difference
between each totem bringing out the distinction between the associated groups. Sometimes this
paired relation of difference and identity is transparent even across cultural and linguistic bounda-
ries.

#2.2. TOTEMISTIC CONNECTIONS BETWEEN SAINTS AND SPECIES IN NORTH
AFRICA. In North Africa local saints in their while, domed tombs have totemic as-
sociations, in sucha way that Sidi Mhammad (of the valley of that name, homdat
‘Ain Draham, gouvernorat Jendouba, Tunisia), the principal object of veneration
of the valley’s now sedentary population, is associated with the fig tree (karmat),

' Although the designation ‘savage’ was once part of the discourse of evolutionism and colonial racialism, it is clear
that Lévi-Strauss does not intend to analyse the thinking of savages, but undomesticated modes of thought in
which all humans engage unless disciplines by the formal procedures and language use of the sciences. As becomes
aJew after World War II, Lévi-Strauss was one of the vocal critics of the concept of ‘race’ (1952).
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and Sidi Bu-Haraba (of the neighbouring valley of Saydiyya) with the carob tree
(paraba)® both totems belonging to the near-universal category ‘tree’, which is
also enshrined in North Atlantic / universalising natural science. But often the
connection is far from transparent from the standpoint of North Atlantic culture,
language or science. E.g. Sidi Mhammad in the above example is also associated
with the partridge (hajla), Sidi Bu-Hartaba with the bull (ghrmal). These are both
animals, but by no stretch of the imagination or application of universalising sci-
entific classification can a Westerner suspect the underlying nature of this opposi-
tion. A local myth throws some light on the matter: before being recognised for
the saint that he was, Sidi Mhammad was a herdsman with another saint; being
under special divine protection, Sidi Mhammad could afford to sleep at work while
the beasts entrusted to him would roam the mountains unharmed, and par-
tridges (normally very shy, semi- terrestrial bird) would light on his shoulders -
they are still sacred at the deserted hill that carries Sidi Mhammad’s tomb and
cannot be hunted. The key appears to be that for Sidi Mhammad the bird evokes
the saint’s divine election by a sign from undomesticated non- human nature, while
for Sidi Bu-Hariiba the bull evokes divine protection in the context of domesticated
non-human nature. The difference is so slight that the several minor shrines in the
valley of Sidi Mhammad but named after Sidi Bu-Hariba make me suspect that
both saints are manifestations of one identical saint venerated by one unified
population engaging in transhumance animal husbandry over both valleys only a
few centuries ago.®

But agreeing (on the basis of this flimsy introduction, admittedly) that comparison is at the root of
all human thought and language and a fortiori of all science, is only the first step towards identify-
ing comparison as a scientific endeavour, spelling out the rules of that endeavour, and identifying
its pitfalls. Setting such additional, necessary steps is what I intend to do in this chapter. My cen-
tral focus will be on comparison in the fields of formal cultural systems (religion, myths, cosmolo-
gies, divination, games, writing systems, forms of social and political organisation), which also
indicates the fields in which I have been active as a comparativist in the course of my career. How-
ever, it is my hope that against this background, some of the things I have to say will also resonate

5 Cf Demeerseman 1938-39, 1964; Dermenghem 1978; Jacques-Meunié 1951; Montet 1909; van Binsbergen 1970,
19713, 19804, 1980b, 1985, in press (j). The analysis becomes more complicated and more interesting once we
realise that Bu-Hartba / fartba, through the tree’s numerous minute seeds, also evokes a sense of speckledness /
dispersal which in very many contexts in space and time has been expressed by reference to the speckled Leop-
ard skin, the star-spangled sky, and Raindrops, — while most linguistic macrofamilies from all over the world
use reflexes from a lexical root *garob / *bVrVg / *pVrVg / *pVrVd (here V = unspecified vowel) to denote
these semantics. Cf. van Binsbergen 2004 (included in the present book as chapter ZZZ), and in preparation (c);
Kammerzell 1994.

16 #2.3. NORTH AFRICA AS A REGION WHERE APPARENTLY VERY ANCIENT MYTHOLOGICAL MATE-
RIAL COMES TO THE SURFACE. Thus Kabyl myths (Algeria) speak (Cotterell 1989: 109) of the primordial
solitary buffalo bull Itherther, chased by his son Achimi who mated with his mother and sister. Moreover, from
the very beginning, the celestial cow was a major theme throughout Ancient Egyptian iconography. Hercules’
journey with the Underworld cattle stolen from Geryon or Cacus takes him along both the Northern andthe
Southern shores of the Mediterranean. Throughout the Western part of the Old World (Africa, Europe and
West Asia), underwater cattle characterises the world of death and the ancestors. In this light my analysis of the
bull of Sidi Bu-Hartba and of the cattle of Sidi Mhammad could still be carried somewhat further. There is
also the ambivalence of the partridge to consider: as a bird it is in principle a messenger from heaven, but an
ambivalent one because it has difficulty flying.
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with those colleagues in my audience who represent very different disciplines in the field of com-
parative sciences, e.g. biology, psychology, science of literature.

2.2. Contrasting styles of comparison between cultures
in space and time”

Against the background of my Amsterdam-University teachers’s almost obsessive pre-
occupation with the micro socio-politics of group formation and group management - cast
in a structural- functionalist or transactional framework - , the mainstays of my training in
anthropology and development sociology at Amsterdam University (1964-1971) were:

o fieldwork ethnography within narrow horizons of space and time, and
o the methodology (more than the results) of cross-cultural comparison.'®

To these assets, the late lamented Douwe Jongmans added, more or less extracurricularly,
the perspective of a structural-functionalist-embedded oral history / ethnohistory, in the
context of his supervision of my graduate fieldwork on popular Islam in the highlands of
North-westernTunisia (cf. van Binsbergen 20ng).

After half a century, I still feel greatly indebted to my teachers, even though inevitably I
have critically moved far beyond the foundations they laid. In the decade after I left Am-
sterdam University, the intellectual and political milieus of

the University of Zambia especially its Institute for African Studies,
b. the Manchester School of social anthropology, and

c. Terence Ranger’s Ford-Foundation-sponsored network for the study of the history of
African religious systems

brought me to reflect deeply on the ethical, knowledge-political and truth implications of
the extremely objectifying and presentist stance on which the Amsterdam approaches
hinged. I embarked on a life-long ethnohistorical and ethnographic project focusing on the
Nkoya people of Western Zambia, of which the most recent product among many, a 700-
page book ‘Our Drums Are Always on My Mind’, is now in the press.””

But while thus deeply and daily inspired by my personal intensive fieldwork among one
small ethnic community in town and countryside in South Central Africa, learning their
language and culture as a major resource for the next decades, and positioning myself more
and more firmly in Nkoya village life and traditional leadership, yet the lure of the broad

'7 ] am indebted to Prof. Nikolay Popov for inviting me to this important and timely conference, and for extend-
ing to me the honour of delivering this key note. I am indebted to the African Studies Centre, Leiden, the Neth-
erlands, for funding my participation in this conference, and for constituting a stimulating institutional base
ever since 1977.

8 Kobben 1961, 19643, 1964b, 1966, 1967a, 1967b, 1970; Jongmans & Gutkind 1967; Thoden van Velzen & van
Wetering 1960. As a 2™-year student, I was particularly impressed when one of our teaching assistants, in the
context of a seminar cycle on highland cultures of New Guinea, introduced us to Swanson’s structural-
functional cross-cultural analysis of variables in the field of religion (Swanson 1960; cf: Peregrine 1995).

"9 It was in the press all right then, but the desire to add a few chapters has so far prevented the release .
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historical (largely precolonial) and comparative orientation of Ranger’s network brought me
to engage, for my first major scholarly book Religious Change in Zambia (1981), and with the
aid of the rich ethnographic and ethnohistorical literature and of archival resources, in ex-
tensive ethnographic comparisons all over the several million km* of South Central Africa,
and into a time depth of more than a millennium.

Although the Ranger network did include major anthropologists like Matthew Schoffe-
leers® and Michael Bourdillon, its core business was - to coin a phrase with which I have
often characterised my own work of the subsequent decades - ‘to create history where pre-
viously there was none’: the hitherto unsung processes of state formation, forms of resis-
tance, regional territorial cults, healing cults, and population movements all over South
Central, Southern and East Africa especially during the lasthalf millennium, i.e. mainly in
the precolonial period, when most of Africa was under illiterate conditions. The scanty data
derived from travelogues and reports from Christian missions; they were archival and oral-
historical in nature, to be augmented by archaeological results, and (following admonitions
by the nestor of South Central African history, Jan Vansina (Vansina 1968, 1981; Keyes
Adenaike & 1996) by the comparison of ethnographic distributions as a clue to regional his-
torical processes.

It is instructive to compare (!) the Ranger / Vansina style of comparison with that of the
Amsterdam School. Both start out with ethnographic data, but these are constructed in a
very different way, on the basis of very different assumptions, and with a very different con-
ception as to what constitutes the comparison’s unit of study or unit of analysis

2.3. Comparative anthropology of the mid-20" century CE

In line with cross-cultural approaches en vogue in the 1950s-1960s in the USA,* focusing on
the HRAF** ethnographic data base, the Amsterdam School takes as its unit of study ‘cul-
tures’, ‘ethnic groups’, ‘peoples’ or ‘nations’ - entirely fixed to a particular place on the world
map and to a particular point in time - notably, when the principal available ethnography
for that unit was written. By constructing data bases listing ‘cultures’ C,...C, against ethno-
graphic traits conceived as variables V....V,, thesignificance (i.e. a numerical value for the
risk that a found association may be attributed to mere chance) of any correlations between
the incidence of V, and V}, could be assessed statistically - usually with the aid of mathe-
matically extremely simple tests such as chi-square. Reduced to a data point, the internal
coherence and semanticsof a historic culture were entirely lost sight of. The distinctions
between ‘ cultures’ had to be reified and raised to an unrealistic, total a-historical dogma -
admittance of historical associations between cultures of the same culture area, and of
common origin between various cultures thus entered into the data base, would upset the

2° Who in 1979 accepted Religious Change in Zambia as my PhD work, with Ranger on the committee; ¢f van
Binsbergen 201h.

21 Cf. Brislin et al. 1973; Ember & Ember 2001; Coult & Habenstein 1965; Levinson 1988; Moore 1961; Murdock
1949, 1963, 1967, 1981; Murdock & White 1969; Naroll 1961, 1964a, 1964b; Naroll, & Cohen 1970 Naroll &
d’Andrade 1963; Textor 1967; Van De Vijver & Leung 1997.

2 Human Relations Area Files; ¢f. Brown University Library, n.d; Levinson 1988; Moore 1961; Textor 1967; Mur-
dock 1963.
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statistical apple car” and therefore had to be dissimulated. Each such ‘culture’ was to be
conceived as a separate, independent unit. Moreover, it was not just the construction of the
data points in space and time that was abstruse and devoid of contact with historical reality
over time. Also the definition of the cultural variables to be compared had to come entirely
from the comparing analyst, for the mechanical, numerical approach left no room for any of
the intercultural fine points of translatability and untranslatability that yet are at the core
of the anthropological fieldworker’s handwork. Whatever the complex, internally contradic-
tory and varying practices the ethnographers might have rendered with great care in their
ethnographies,on the basis of years of subtle participant observation, language learning, and
participation, - yet for the purpose of entry into the comparative data base firm but artificial
decisions had to be made:

regicide practiced? yes (+) or no (-)
ancestor worship present? yes (+) or no (-)
belief in incarnation? yes (+) or no (-)

demographic shortage of permitted sexual / marital partners? | yes (+) or no (-)

Table 2.1. An example of a cross-cultural entry

Singled out for entry in the ethnographic data based were only relatively full ethnographic
accounts, based preferably on the ethnographer’s prolonged stay in the area and command
of the local language. Although this mode of cross-cultural comparison was a major indus-
try in anthropology for nearly half a century, and although it did provide fuel for much
internal theoretical and methodological debate (e.g. on the nature of kinship arrange-
ments and their association with cultures’ religious aspects, violence, etc.), in the end the
extreme objectification inherent to this method had to be exposed as testifying to an obso-
lete, hegemonic, distancing form of transcultural (and transcontinental) knowledge forma-
tion, and although still studies are being published along this line, in fact it has virtually
died out as a recognised path to valid knowledge.

The gross statistical errors resulting from multicollinearity are an important methodo-
logical objection against the ‘Amsterdam’ form of comparison: by ignoring the historical
relations between ‘cultures’ the same correlation between two variables may be given a
much greater weight if counted as occurring independently in several ‘cultures’, yet it is the
same correlation and the same culture complex.

2.4. The structuralist-functionalist handicap

The principal shortcoming of the Amsterdam and American schools of cross-cultural com-

*3 In technical statistical language, would create insurmountable problems of multicollinearity: for if the associa-
tion between ‘cultures’ Cy...Cq,; was inherent to the entire culture area to which all of them belong, then that
association would be spuriously counted in excess as many times as there were different ‘cultures’ Cy...Cqy,;in the
sample.
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parison lies in their naive and presentist, utterly blinkered and a-historical assumption - in
line with the structural-functionalist paradigm at the time - to the effect that the details of
specific institutions e.g. cross-cousin marriage, segmentary socio-political organisation, belief
in vengeance spirits or in witchcraft, can only spring directly from the present-day interaction
between the structural traits of just that one society. Comparative anthropologists working
along such lines strive towards the distributional or otherwise statistical, empirical under-
pinning of propositions of the following type (the examples are fictitious):

o where cross-cousin marriage there vengeance spirits

e where access to transregional markets is (increasingly) restricted there
witchcraft beliefs exist and are on the increase

o where segmentary political organisation there the system of kinship terms is strongly
classificatory.

Anthropologists in the generation above my own have invested hundreds of thousands of
person years of serious work to pursue such daydreams, that had better been spend on an
exploration of a less mechanical, more historical, regional, empathic and self-critical form of
knowledge construction. Meanwhile the problem has sorted itself out in that the Postmod-
ern Turn in the comparative sciences has exposed the Faustian, objectifying and othering
implications of such an anthropology through timeless, placeless syllogisms as incredible,
hegemonic, and - despite all its natural-science trappings - in the last analysis unscientific.

#2.4. THE HISTORY OF IDEAS HELPS US TO UNDERSTAND WHY THE GENERATION
OF COMPARATIVISTS THAT CAME OF AGE IN THE MID- 20™ CENTURY NEEDED TO
FALL BACK ON SUCH A RESTRICTED, SCIENTISTIC CONCEPTION OF THEIR FIELD
OF RESEARCH. Anthropology was still in the process of establishing itself as an academic
field in its own right in many countries (including the Netherlands, where the first professo-
rial chairs with an anthropological / ‘ethnological’ designation dated from around World
War II); and in countries where it could boast a longer history, such as the USA, it was
nonetheless involved in a hard struggle for professionalisation - erecting needlessly strong
and high boundaries vis-a-vis the fields of knowledge that were closest to it and that in
principle had most too offer to it, such as history, the classics, linguistics and philosophy -
and, within anthropology, that generation was particularly keen to establish once for all a
professional distance from older, now (with histrionic emphasis) bitterly rejected ap-
proaches such as evolutionism and diffusionism.** The latter shift is important for compara-
tive studies, for especially diffusionism had concentrated (albeit, still without the aid of a
structural- functionalist theory of integrated culture, or any other theory to speak of) on the
movement of people, artefacts and ideas across space and time — whereas the new, soon clas-
sic anthropology came to concentrate on studying the integration of local cultures through

4 As a result, diffusion has remained a dirty word in cultural and social anthropology until this day - with the
exception, mainly, of the New Technology Studies that are part of the recent attention for globalisation. Dismis-
sive accusation of diffusionism have also been leveled against the New Comparative Mythology, particularly
against Witzel's and my own work in that connection, e.g. Arvidsson 2012. Remarkably, in the adjacent field of
archaeology, diffusion models have remained respectable and much in use. I have discussed the diffusionism
debate, and defended the study of geographic transfer as relevant for long-range historical reconstruction, at
great length, in the context of my recent work on the Sunda Hypothesis, particularly in relation to transconti-
nental continuity between Asia and Africa since the Upper Palaeolithic (van Binsbergen 2019, 2020).
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personal fieldwork within extremely narrow confines of space and time. The people that, in
the mid-20" c. CE, were launched on academic careers in social anthropology were (and to a
considerable extent, still are) not in the first place scholars in the established sense, with
overflowing libraries and classical Greek quotations pervading even their dreams, but
rather exponents of European expansion caught in the thrill of remote otherness: traders,
colonial civil servants and missionaries, or their children, or other close associates. By
adopting a scientistic model, such otherness could be apparently be captured and ex-
ploited without posing all the existential and ethical questions that would have been sug-
gested by closer continuity with history, the classics, linguistics, literary science, and
philosophy. Without the continued inspiration from those fields, comparative anthropology
was destined to be moribund. But with such inspiration, the structural-functionalist pre-
sentist and localist orientation had to be given up, and new more flexible, historical, and
emically (a term I shall explain shortly) sensitive approaches had to be developed.

2.5.Comparison in the hands of historians and
philologists

By contrast, the construction of data, definition of the unit of analysis, and the handling of
historical connections, were all totally different in the historicising Ranger approach. Cul-
tures were not reduced to a data point in a fixed, a-historical grid, but as ramifying and
meaning-saturated complexes, waxing and waning, over long periods of times, in which
they would also coalesce or dissociate from one another, grow away from whatever com-
mon origins they may have had, and yet retaining, foremost in the repository of their lan-
guages and their overarching language families, fundamental repertoires of meaning and
custom that would often prove to be fairly resistant to rapid change, but that on the other
hand would be vital and adventurous enough to cross established social, political and eco-
nomic boundaries, and that (despite processes of local adaptation, transformation and in-
novation) would still tend to retain some recognisable characteristics in space and time.
Dealing with a largely or wholly illiterate pre- or protohistory, data would by definition be
scarce and fragmentary, and the Faustian pretence of entering all data in a matrix and let-
ting statistics do the actualcreative work of analysis, never came up in this kind of compari-
son. Inevitably, such historical reconstruction would proceed from the painstaking
discovery and thinking-through of similarity and difference, in other words still on compari-
son, but if would be a creative form of comparison, in which the social, political and reli-
gious imaginationof the analyst (in close personal contact with present-day regional ethno-
graphy, language use, and patterns of ethnic self-definition and ethnic contestation) would
carefully pick her way - against the background of constant critical feedback, not from a
computer spitting out significance tests, but from peers specialising in the same region and
the same topic - and ideally (my Tears of Rain, 1992, has been a case in point) also from lit-
erate and sophisticated members of the communities under study. The unit of study in this
approach (¢f van Binsbergen 1981, 1985) would be

¢ not be some administratively or analytically defined artificial unit instrumentally op-
erationalised - from a distance - by the availability of useful data or the imposition
of colonial administrative boundaries,

¢ but a living social community which the analysts studies in situ, in collaboration and
critical dialogue with its local members.
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This does not allow for the imposition of some external handbook definition of institutions and
other cultural features as if these could be meaningfully rendered in some neutral and empty ana-
lytical space. Instead, the available ethnographic, linguistic, archival and archaeological knowl-
edge, however unavoidably fragmentary, has to be brought to life through a process of
transcultural understanding (yes, the Weberian / Diltheyan Verstehen, in more recent approaches
a.k.a. the emic approach as distinct from the distant analytical impositions of the etic approach; cf
Headland et al. 1990; van Binsbergen 2003: 22 f). Emic analysis is an operation that takes as its
point of departure the local participants’s specific categories and language use, against the back-
ground of the local life world and cosmology. On such a basis, comparison within this historical
school only secondarily proceeds to the formulation of more comprehensive, comparative con-
cepts in which the local specificities may be carefully and reticently rendered without being vio-
lated by analytical reduction.

#2.5. EMIC AND ETIC. ‘emic and etic express the distinction between an internal structuring of a cultural
orientation such as is found in the consciousness of its bearers, on the one hand, and, on the other, a
structuring that is imposed from the outside. Etic has nothing to do with ethics in the sense of the phi-
losophy of the judgement of human action in terms of good and evil. Pike’s terminology is based on a lin-
guistic analogy. In linguistics one approaches the description of speech sounds from two complementary
perspectives: that of phonetics (hence -etic), which furnishes a purely external description, informed by
anatomical and physical parameters, revolving on the air vibrations of which the speech sounds consist;
and the perspective of phonology, whose basic unit of study is the phoneme (adjective: ‘phonemic’, hence
-emics): the smallest unit of speech sound that is effectively distinguished by language users competent in
a particular language, basing themselves on the distinctive features of that speech sound. (...) Pike thus
codified the two-stage analytical stance (both etic and emic) of the classic anthropology that had emerged
in the second quarter of the twentieth century with such proponents as Malinowski, Evans-Pritchard,
Fortes, Griaule and Leiris.’ (van Binsbergen 2003: 22 1)

This is the main point of criticism of (a) the Amsterdam approach that emerges from a close
look at (b) the Rangerian alternative: while the former a) freezes institutions and the associ-
ated groups in space and time and therefore does nothing but hegemonically produce research
artefacts within a closed academic discourse, the former (b) acknowledges that the nature and
meaning of the products of human cultural and symbolic action (institutions, and the social
relations and groups surrounding and carrying them in space and time) are not immutable
and timeless, nor are the social relations and groups around them immutable and timeless,
but all have their proper history even if we do not know that history yet — and the central pur-
pose of comparison is to bring out that history, painstakingly and by methodologically sound
reference to all the empirical data at ourdisposal.

But while the Rangerian approach thus appears, not only much more difficult (apart from
the much exaggerated problems of sample construction and the underlying mathematics of
statistical testing) but also incomparably superior.

Yet, while it did manage (at least in the perception of those partial to it, like myself) to dra-
matically enrich and deepen ourinsight into historical processes and underlying continui-
ties in South Central, Southern and Eastern sub-Saharan Africa, also that comparative
approach is subject to severe limitations. Some of these may be overcome, e.g. in order to
use literally all available data a researcher should become more conversant with compara-
tive linguistics, archaeology, genetics, ecological science, astronomy, than most participants
in the Ranger network were in the high time of its functioning. Meanwhile, the rise of the
Internet has led to a dramatic increase of the interdisciplinary accessibility of academic
knowledge, and has greatly intensified the rate and speed of communication between re-
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searchers worldwide. Another series of shortcomings however is inherent to comparative
research as such. This will take us, finally, to the matter of comparability as a paradigmatic
problem.

2.6. Comparability as a paradigmatic problem

2.6.1. The problem of aggregation

The problem of aggregation may be illustrated by an example from state-of-the-art comparative
mythology. One of the great recent assets of this field is the global mythological data base which
the Leningrad (Russia) professor of African anthropology, Yuri Berezkin, compiled over the years
on the basis of a painstaking perusal of all available published sources of myths etc. Berezkin
works with a high- resolution classification system, where most known mythical motifs are cut up
in several constituent parts before being entered into the database: a fictitious example just for
illustration, ‘the Ogre’ would be cut up in such entries as ‘the Ogre is humar’, ‘the Ogre is defeated
by the son of a virgin womarn’, ‘the Ogre inhabits a confined subterranean space, ‘the Ogre is given
to shape-shifting), etc. As a result about 2000 motifs are discerned and entered into distribution
analysis (yielding exquisite global maps, e.g. Berezkin 2010), and subjected to statistical analysis. In
passing we note that this method owes much to the tradition of cross-cultural research in anthro-
pology, discussed above by reference to the ‘Amsterdam School'. By contrast, today’s dean of
comparative mythology, the prominent Sanskritist Michael Witzel (2001, 2012), in his path-
breaking work of the past decade distinguishes a far smaller number of motifs (less than 100), and
discusses their identity, similarity or difference not with the mechanical methods of the data base,
but with the Verstehen methodology of philological and text-critical analysis. This brings Witzel
close to the method described above for the Ranger network, but with substantial differences in
Witzel's advantage: his scope is global instead of regional, he personally knows many of the lan-
guages and cultures that he deals with and as a result can bring to bear upon his analysis the inti-
mate semantic analysis that comes with such intimate familiarity, and he makes extensive use of
such ancillary fields of science as state-of-the-arts population genetics in order to ground his
analysis in a solid scientific context of the prehistory of Anatomically Modern Humans.

My own position has been even more restricted and low-resolution: brutally and tentatively
reducing the corpus of world mythology to only a few dozen (say, 40) ‘Narrative Complexes’
of very wide scope, in other words at a high level of aggregation, I have presented (van Bins-
bergen 20063, 2006b, 2010d; all included as chapters in this book) an argued if daring recon-
struction (against the background of the reconstructed prehistory of linguistic macro-
families and modes of production) of the emergence of most of these Narrative Complexes
in the course of the last two score of ka mainly in the Asian continent, on which basis I have
then proceeded, by various methods of close reading and triangulation, to reconstructed the
small, original mythological package, ‘Pandora’s Box’, which Anatomically Modern Humans
developed inside the African continent prior to the ‘Out-of-Africa’ migration from 8o-60 ka
BP.»

5 At the Fourth Annual Meeting of the International Association for Comparative Mythology, Cambridge (MA,
USA), 2010, a debate between Boris Oguibénine, Yuri Berezkin and myself specifically addressed the problem of ag-
gregation, Oguibénine reproaching (seconded by me) Berezkin for the violent imposition of analytical categories that
did not attempt to reflect the historical actors’s own emic distinctions. Berezkin’s unconvincing defence was that he
was merely doing what was scientifically right, i.e. engaging in a job of compilation and comparison - as a scientist, as
distinct from a scholar, he felt justified to leave the emic approach to others. This doggedly scientistic response seems
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© according to Berezkin (2010: 122, Fig. 7.7
Fig. 2.1. The global distribution of the Atalanta type version of Magic Flight

1. ‘Laurasia’ mythologies (= A!) 2. ‘Gondwana’ mythologies (= B!)
True cosmogony and anthropogony; Cosmic Egg; Father No true cosmogony or anthropogony; ‘From the tree’; Other
Heaven / Mother Earth; History as epic/linear; Flood myths; Laurasian traits may be absent, e.g. no Flood myths
Kings and Heroes History as cyclical
Fig. 2.2. My rendering of Michael Witzel’s proposal for absolute discontinuity in comparative
world mythology

While these examples deal with the problem of aggregation at the level of data definition and cate-
gorisation, aggregation of course is also a problem at the level of the definition of the historical popu-
lation from which the data derive. We have seen that the cross-cultural school whose main tool is a
systematic matrix of data with as few empty cells as possible, made for extreme fragmentation of the

typical of ex-Soviet scholarship; I met other instances of it in correspondence with Berezkin’s Russian colleagues.
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historical populations from which the data derive, and in principle ignored all historical and regional
interrelations between such populations. Concentrating on real-life historical population and con-
versant with their political, cultural and linguistic interrelations and sensitivities (at least in Ranger’s
case), the populations handled in the emically-orientated Ranger and Witzel approaches largely
escape the violence of such imposed fragmentation, and even in the comparative analysis continue
to feature dynamically more or less as they are, or used to be, conceived by the historical actors, re-
flecting the changes in the latter’s perceptions over time.

However, also in the emically-orientated approach the historical actors do not form the only,
not even the prinicipal, constituency to which the analyst is answerable. The analyst tends to
be a representative of her or his gender, generation, profession, class, position within the
world system, position within the global political economy of knowledge, and this also influ-
ences how the historical populations are conceived in the comparative exercise.

Witzel is not alone is his belief that ‘South’ cultures and languages are constituted on a radically
different footing from their ‘North’ counterparts. Inspired by Trombetti’s work of a century ago,*®
the prominent linguist Roger Blench (2006) seems to hold a similar belief.

However, the idea of such a fundamental and early bifurcation of Anatomically Modern Humans
is offensive to me,

e not only in the light of the global politics of knowledge (where anti-hege-
monic approaches such as Afrocentricity and Postcolonial Theory militate
lest our academic work continues to replicate the White racist, colonial
world image upheld in the North Atlantic a century ago; ¢/ Mudimbe 1988;
Asante 1987, 1990; van Binsbergen 2003, 2011; Bernal 1987)

e but also in the light of the overwhelming genetic,*’ linguistic*® and comparative
mythological (see below) evidence to the effect that demic diffusion from Asia over
the past 15 ka has massively fed back genes, as well as linguistic, mythological and
other cultural elements (van Binsbergen 2010, 2013) back into Africa after they had
developed, ramified and transformed, ever since the Out-of-Africa migration, inside
Asia in the course of one or two dozens of ka.

Inspired by the mythology I encountered during half a century of association with the Nkoya peo-
ple of South Central Africa, which though situated in sub-Saharan Africa shows many of Witzel’'s
Laurasian traits, [ have argued the continuity of African and African mythologies on several occa-
sions, ¢f’ van Binsbergen (2007, 2010). For the sake of the present chapter’s argument, Fig. 14.1and
Table 14.1 provisionally present the distribution of the mytheme of the Cosmic Egg, which Witzel

26 Which I however read in the opposite way, notably as a plea for situating the origin of Bantu in Asia; cf.
Trombetti (1923).

*7 #2.6. THE BACK-INTO-AFRICA MOVEMENT (not a massive migration but often just a trickle), of people,
their genes and their cultural achievements, from Asia to sub-Saharan Africa since 15 ka BP, was particularly
discovered by: Hammer et al. 1998; Cruciani et al. 2002; Underhill 2004; Coia et al. 2005.

*8 The linguistic evidence is not generally agreed on, but it includes the demonstrable affinity of sub- Saharan
Africa’s most numerous linguistic macrophylum, Nigercongo, with the reconstructed proto-phylum *Borean
(postulated for Central to East Asia, c. 25 ka BP), and with the Austric and Amerind macrophyla; ¢f. van Bins-
bergen & Woudhuizen 2011: 77 f;; van Binsbergen, in press (d). I have a hunch (based, among other reasons, on
the fact that the oldest attestations of Bantu derive not from Africa but from West Asia; van Binsbergen &
Woudhuizen 20u: 81 f)) that Bantu emerged under considerable Asian notably Austric influence, probably out-
side sub-Saharan Africa, where it was yet immensely successful but merely over the past 2 ka.
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singles out as specifically Laurasian i.e. Northern and un-African.

2.7. Methodological and theoretical lessons to be
learned from the mytheme of the Cosmic Egg

2.7.1. The comparative variable as paradigm

Let us try to bring out some of the important theoretical and methodological aspects of
the act of comparison, by concentrating closely on the mytheme of the Cosmic Egg, and
its distribution in space and time.
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for details see: van Binsbergen 20onm, reprinted in this book as chapter 14.. here also the relevant data are tabulated and

referenced as Table 14.1. 29

Fig. 2.3. The Cosmic Egg in World mythology: Distribution and proposed historical trans-
mission (without taking a Sunda alternative into account)(copied after Fig. 14.2 below,
where also the data points are accounted for in the accompanying Table

Before we allow ourselves to be carried away by the clarity of the distribution mapand
by the plausibility of the historical connections suggested there (a distribution cansuggest
such connections but cannot really by itself determine what the historical sequence under-
lying the connection has been: from data point A to B, or the other wayaround, or both de-

29 Although the proposed historical reconstruction appears to me the most plausible, and tallies with that of scores of
other supposedly Pelasgian traits (¢ van Binsbergen in press (a); van Binsbergen & Woudhuizen 201: 372 ), it is only fair to
indicate an alternative interpretation, in terms of Oppenheimer’s (1998) Sunda Hypothesis - situating the origin of the
mytheme of the Cosmic Egg in South East Asia, and assuming it to have spread, not only north and east into East Asia and
Oceania, but also west, on the wings of the postulated Sunda maritime expansion in the course of the first half of the Holo-
cene. Oppenheimer claims that the core mythologies of the Ancient Near East including the Bible thus have a prehistoric
Sunda origin. I have elsewhere argued why specifically in regard of Ancient Near Eastern myths this is very implausible (van
Binsbergen with Isaak 2008), although as a general hypothesis of transcontinental influence Oppenheimer’s model has, as
admitted above, considerable value especially for the study of Affica — so much so that in the context of the 2012 Leiden
conference I presented (2012b, incorporated in 2019a) a paper setting out the genetic, comparative religious, archaeological
and ethnographic evidence in favour of what I have come to designate as the ‘Oppenheimer—Dick-Read—Tauchmann
Hypothesis’; ¢f van Binsbergen 2012b, and in press (b): ch. 12). In chapter 14 of the present book, we shall come back to the
relative merits, in regard of the Cosmic Egg, of the Pelasgian and Sunda Models.
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pending upon an implied third point C), a close look at the entries in Table 14.1 remind
us of the aggregate and constructed nature of the category of the ‘Cosmic Egg’.

The notion of the ‘Cosmic Egg’ simply cannot be a universal®® of human thought - therefore
its distribution in time and space is too restricted. Eggs have constituted the visibly dominant
reproductive format of all macroscopic animal life forms with the exception mainly of mam-
mals including marsupials, and a few fish species (which are viviparous), and therefore the
concept of the egg might be argued to have been universal and perennial ever since the ap-
pearance of conscious human life on earth, perhaps some four million years ago. Of the re-
constructed *Borean roots with the semantics ‘egg’, *LVNV has reflexes in the present-day
linguistic macrophyla Austric and Sinocaucasian; and *TVLV in Eurasiatic (including Indo-
European and most other language groups of the Northern half of the Old World as well as
Alaska and Greenland) and Sinocaucasian (Starostin & Starostin 1998-2008, ‘long-range ety-
mology’). However, the concept of ‘cosmic’ in the sense of ‘belonging to the universe, the en-
tire world as knowable to humans; Heaven and Earth’ is not universal and, in Western
thought, strictly speaking has not been attested before the Presocratics.* Recent comparative
mythology suggests that, replacing the Cosmogony of the Separation of Water and Land, the
Separation of Heaven and Earth became a central mythical motif in the outgoing Upper Pa-
laeolithic, less than 20 ka BP, and subsequently became the dominant cosmology of Anatomi-
cally Modern Humans in most parts of the world.

What then is the idea of the ‘Cosmic Egg’? It consist in a Gestalt-like concept, model or ideal type
which a subset of humanity (to be defined as: we, classifying and interpreting analysts belonging to
a North Atlantic intellectual undertaking called ‘comparative research)) use to characterise and
categorise the cosmogonic notions of historical participants in hundreds of settings in time and
space, some of which may appear close to the analytical concept of the ‘Cosmic Egg’, while others
may be relatively for removed from that concept and have to be actively interpreted before they
can be classified as ‘Cosmic Egg. E.g., The Nkoya of Western Zambia, South Central Affica, are not
even included in Table 14.1, but by a stretch of the imagination they might be, for their traditions
have it that the Creator was a bird, and that the Creator’s child (gender is unmarked in the Nkoya
language) is also a bird (Likota Lya Bankoya 4: 1; van Binsbergen 1988a, 1992) - birds are without
exceptions (Blackburn & Evans 1986) born from eggs, so by implication the Nkoya have a two-
tiered egg- centred cosmogony; on the strength of this argument I have now been added them to
the distribution map. We may make this claim all the more confidently, since the distribution
map Fig. 14.2 / 2.3 shows that the Cosmic Egg motif may be claimed for several other South Cen-
tral and Southern African settings - although not unequivocally.

Looking through the dozens of entries of Table 14.1, we will realise that whenever the analyst
decides to enter an attestation (defined by time, place, and designation of the historical par-

3° To avoid misunderstanding: I am saying this for the sake of the argument only. I am not implying that Witzel
presents the Cosmic Egg as a universal of human thought. His claim is explicitly more restricted: for him, the motif
of the Cosmic Egg is a distinctive feature of Laurasian, i.e. North, ‘civilised’, usually literate, mythologies.

3! Gatzemeier 2001, Mercier 1957; cf. Dasgupta 1922 / 1992 for South Asian; Needham 1975, Allan 1991, for China;
and Blacker & Loewe 1975, Eliade 1971, Middleton 1967 / 1975, King 1986, Zuesse 1979, for other cultures. Many
studies in the anthropology of religion and in comparative religion have employed the term ‘cosmos’ as an
analytical term to denote the historical participant’s conception of the world, but such use of the term
amounts to a form of etic imposition as long as we have not explicitly ascertained to what (probably very lim-
ited) extent the local historic participants whose mythologies we reconstruct, may be supposed to have an al-
encompassing notion of the Universe. .



ticipants) into the Table, this is as a result of a complex operation of documentation, percep-
tion, assessment in the light of an operational definition of ‘Cosmic Egg’, checking against
doubles, etc. No entry is totally self-evident, althoughit is likely that the analyst has a few
‘type cases” in mind omission of which from the database would make the exercise futile and
meaningless. The Finnish attestation would qualify as such a type case:

Luonnotar, daughter of the creation god, mated with a bird, and produced and egg; from thisegg emerged

Heaven, Earth, Sun, and Moon.
This is almost literally the formulation of the Vayu Purana (4.74-75) - which confirms the close
affinity between Scandinavian (even if Uralic, i.e. non-Indo-European) and Indian (by implica-
tion: Indo-European) mythology. Yet even the most famous example of a Cosmic Egg in the
European tradition, that of Leda mating with Zeus in the shape of a swan,* keeps a considerable
distance from that type case and can only be entered into the database as the result of a complex
act of reasoning and interpretation. For although important gods and goddesses - later trans-
formed and demoted into heroes heroines in the Troy saga — emerged from Leda’s egg (Helena.
Clytaemnestra, and the Dioscuri Castor and Pollux), Leda’s egg was not claimed to have been the
origin of the world or of humankind as a whole.

I am not spelling out these analytical details in order to cast doubt upon comparative mythol-
ogy or any other comparative science, but in order to bring out my contention that the opera-
tion of comparison always consists in the application of a modelinvented by the analyst and
external to the data - or let us say, the application of a paradigm. By implication,
comparability (as, in this case, the comparability of various mythological and religious attes-
tations suggestive of an egg-inspired cosmogonic notion) is not, in the first place, a given
inherent in the data involved, but is the result of the analyst’s judgment as to the extent to
which any individual case comes close to the type case, ideal type, model or paradigm.
Comparability is in the eyes of the beholder.

3 #2.7. LEDA AND ZEUS: THE MYTHEME OF THE COSMIC EGG IN WESTERN
EURASIA. The following footnote was taken from van Binsbergen & Woudhuizen 201: 363, see also
there for the bibliography:

Leda with Zeus as swan: Ovid Heroides XVII. 55; Pausanias, Guide to Greece 111, 16, § 1, Horace, The
‘Ars Poetica’ = Epistula ad Pisones 147. (gemino ... ab ovo); Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae, 11, 57d; IX
373; Lucianus, Dialogi Deorum 24.2 = 79.4.2; 2 (?) = 79.6.1 (?); 26.2 = 79.25.2; Virgil, Ciris 489; Lyco-
phronis, Alexandra, ed. Scheer 1958: 11, 48-49 (88); with thanks to Atsma, 2010, ‘Leda’, and to Fred
Woudhuizen for checking and completing these references.

The divinity of the siblings Clytaemnestra, Helena, Castor and Pollux, their respective fathers, and their pos-
sible division over two eggs have constituted points of disagreement among the ancient mythographers.
Much more could and should be said about Leda’s rape by Zeus. I read this myth as follows: it recounts an
important phase in the succession of cosmologies and worldviews in Western Eurasia in the course of the
Bronze Age, when male sky gods representing the cosmogony of the separation of Heaven and Earth as associ-
ated with invading, violent Indo-European speakers, came to supplant (or relegate to subaltern status), in other
words rape, goddesses that were derivatives or variants of the Mother of the Waters, on which the ancient Cos-
mogony of the Separation of Water and Land hinged, and whose main symbols consisted in white aquatic bird,
especially the swan. Cf. van Binsbergen & Woudhuizen 2011: 140 and passim. And more on Flood myths in
chapter 15 and 16, below.
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Fig. 2.4. The Cosmic Egg in the rendering by the Zulu Lightning wizard Madela (Schlosser 1992)

One would have wished that on this point a world of difference could be claimed to exist
between the manifestly blinkered analytical impositions of the Amsterdam /USA
school of comparative anthropology, and the more subtle and emically-orientated historical
and philological approaches of Ranger and Witzel. However, the differences between these
two major school are not so great. Admittedly, the former is entrenched in a stance of alien-
ated, emic imposition, whereas the latter on the basis of linguistic, cultural and historical
understanding within a well-known, more or less limited region does take into account the
historical participants’s own perceptions and significations to a much greater extent. Yet
even on the Ranger / Witzel side we cannot escape the fact that the selection and definition
of items to be compared, in the last analysis, is entirely in the hands of the analysts,
using a cosmopolitan language and the set of categories and theoretical concerns of a cos-
mopolitan field of knowledge construction (one’s own discipline, and academia at large)
that is very far removed from the historical participants’ own life world and own conceptu-
alisations. In addition to the motif of the Cosmic Egg, let us consider a few further examples.

Flood myths have played a prominent role in the recent debates on Comparative Mythology (e.g.
Witzel 2010, van Binsbergen 2010, 2012; van Binsbergen & Woudhuizen 201; van Binsbergen with
Isaak 2008; also see chs 15 and 16, below). Despite the fact that at least half of the world’s recorded
myths about a great inundation wiping out humanity and animal life in general, derive from
North America, the type case of Flood myth is Noah's Biblical Flood and its antecedents and rami-
fications in the Ancient Near East; yet geologists have failed to prove the historicity of Noah's
Flood (Aksu et al. 2002; The Canadian Press 2001, pace Haarmann 2003, 2005 and the literature
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cited in footnote 416, below). Throughout the Old World, from Iceland to the Philippines, we may
discern the model of the ‘Elaborate Flood Myth', which goes through the following phases (van
Binsbergen 2010: 181; reprinted here as ch. 8):

a. ‘The cosmic order is provisionally established, including humans, but Heaven and
Earth still merge, or are at least still connected through a Tower, ladder, pole,
thongs, ropes, etc.

b. humans commit a transgression (sorcery, murder, eating from forbidding fruit, dis-
covery of sexuality in general, more specifically incest, etc.)

c. the connection between Heaven and Earth is severed, and humankind is destroyed
by a Flood

d. usually by the intercession of a (or the) divine being, there are one or more Flood
survivors, whose main task is to repopulate the Earth; a typical mytheme here is that
of the twin siblings who survivethe Flood and repopulate the world incestuously (cf:
Katete and Luhamba, among the Nkoya; cf Egyptian Shu and Tefnut, Greek Apollo
and Artemis, and Dogon Nommo among the West African Dogon) - note the paral-
lel with the discovery of sexuality, murder and incest (b)

e. the renewed humankind attempts to re-connect to Heaven with the various natural,
personal and ritual devices listed above - especially a tower

f.  in the process the Confusion of Nations occurs - a multitude of ethnic and language
groups emerge.’

I cannot go here into all the extremely interesting aspects of Flood myths, their relation with an
elemental cycle of transformations and with an older cosmogony according to which not the
Separation of Heaven and Earth, but that of Water and Land (which the Flood upsets and rele-
gates to a Pre-cosmogonic state) is the true beginning of human history. Just like the Cosmic Egg,
also Flood myths were (on the basis of Frazer's erroneous assertions a century ago) supposed to be
the privilege of Northern, Laurasian mythologies, and to be absent from Africa - a claim that is
manifestly wrong® We will come in a moment to what this means for the theory and methodol-
ogy of comparability. My main point at this juncture is that Flood myths occur so frequently over
virtually the entire globe, and that the forms they take vary so immensely, that all comparison of
such myths depends on considerable sleight of hand on the part of the analyst - in other words,
on a very high degree of aggregation>* Is the Biblical story of Lot and his daughters a Flood
story?s It has the elements of total destruction, depopulation and repopulation, and incest, but
lacks the watery element and only obliquely touches on the Confusion of Nations (the story has
an ethnic implication, though, by relegating the Israelites’s hated neighbours the Moabites and
the Ammonites to the fruits of incest; Genesis 19:30 f). Already a decade ago, we argued (van Bins-
bergen & Woudhuizen 20m: 91, g9n) that even the central Hellenic tradition of the Trojan War

33 See the distribution map, with fully referenced data points, in van Binsbergen 2012 :72f; :
el Cf. Isaak 2005; Dundes 1988; Frazer 1918; for an initial inventarisation.

35 Below (ch. 8) we shall come back to Lot and his daughters. While taking the narrative as a fiery variant of a
Flood story, the possible Bantu implications should not escape our attention: the Old Testament offers one of
the earliest attestations of Proto-Bantu roots, such as Jabbok (‘fordable place’; Genesis 32:22), Canaan (‘place of
refusal’, Genesis 3319), and several more - including the name of Lot; ¢f. Karst 1931; van Binsbergen & Woud-
huizen 20m; van Binsbergen 2021d.
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may be considered a transformed Flood story. Are the whimsical North American stories where a
Divine Trickster both elicits and escapes a deluge, proper Flood Stories that belong in the same
bracket of classification? Is the well-known Grimm story about the Bean, the Straw and the Fiery
Coal (AT 295; AT = Aarne-Thompson'’s famous  classification of fairy tale motifs), perishing in the
water they try to cross? Is the story (recorded both from the Zambezi area, South Central Affica,
and from Indonesia) of a stranger old woman asking assistance in a village and when this is de-
nied her, destroying the village with a flood - a Flood story at a par with the others? Is it enough to
have a tale about destructive water to conclude that we are dealing with a Flood story? (In any
transformative cycle of elements, in many parts of the world, Water - on the basis of common
everyday experience of any humans since the domestication of fire, at least half a million years BP
- would be a destructor of Fire regardless of the additional presence of any of the themes of the
‘Standard Elaborate’ model cited above). We cannot ask the historical actors from the many hun-
dreds of provenances from which we have what looks like Flood stories. It is the analyst herself
who makes the selection and, with the powers of persuasion constructed in his scholarly language
use, conjures the apparently very different material together into one scholarly argument.

This process of concept construction, operationalisation, classification of data into the rela-
tive straightjacket of variables to be scored and measured, does not just affect the relatively
abstruse and text-based domain of comparative mythology, but also the often more con-
crete and tangible comparative study of institutions in the history of a period or a region.
Much of the work of the Ranger network was aimed at the documentation, classification
and periodisation of witchcraft against the background of the evolution of South Central
African village society between the 19" and the 21* centuries CE. Colonial witchcraft trials
formed an important source of data, even though these were patently biased by the fact that
under the law in force, legal action was targeted not at the practitioner of witchcraft (which
was considered a mere symbolic act, however threatening, but without tangible not action-
able material effects) but at the accuser of witchcraft.36 Ranger brought an enormous energy,
great scientific leadership and impressive charisma, substantial funds, a mesmerising style of
writing, and a genuine identification with the lasting liberation of African people to this
kind of research, yet his handicaps for such witchcraft research were obvious. In a region
with more than a hundred different languages, the only language he commanded was Eng-
lish; not villages and urban squatter compounds, but universities, churches, mission stations
and archives - the formal-sector centres par excellence of hegemonic redefinition of the Af-
rican experience and identity in past and present — were about the only contexts in which he
interacted with Africans. His enormous stylistic powers enabled him to gloss over the many

36 #2.8. WITCHCRAFT BELIEFS AND CRIMINAL LAW. This Eurocentric, scientistic perspective on the part of
the judges would no longer prevail in witchcraft trials in post-colonial Africa, e.g. in Cameroon, when the judges
themselves tend to subscribe to the reality of witchcraft; ¢f. Geschiere with Fisiy 1995; and my criticism of their
theoretical approach, van Binsbergen 2001 / 2017. Incidentally, it has been my personal experience as a field-
worker in sub-Saharan Africa that, being surrounded by a community whose language and culture one is in an
advanced process of learning, and among which witchraft beliefs and accusations are commonplace, it may
become difficult not to adopt (albeit temporarily) such beliefs and project them onto negative encounters in the
field. But perhaps I am an unusually suggestible and irrational person. One would have to explore the antece-
dents of witchcraft beliefs in the North Atlantic region (e.g. Thomas 1971; Ginzburg 1992; Wilson 1975; Favret-
Saada & Contreras 1981; Wilby 2005), and their possible Modern and Postmodern aftermath (in terms of now
only too fashionable accusations - in the media especially new digital media - of fascism, racism, sexism, pedo-
philia, necrophilia, of lack of Political Correctness, of populism?) in order to identify a likely source of atavistic,
resurging para-witchcraft beliefs in our time and age.
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lacunae and contradictions in his data, and to conceal lack of emic inside understanding
under a thick blanket of dextrous formulations academic and passionate at the same time.
The witchcraft accusations and trials he knew of, were mostly those committed to writing
by expatriate civil servants decades ago in distant places whose African life worlds could
only fragmentarily be reconstructed by the modern historian, if at all. In such a context, we
cannot expect a profound and rich, emic discourse analysis that situates the many different
and internally layered South Central African expressions for mystical evil directed at fellow-
humans, before projecting these concepts in their evolution in time and their distribution in
space. ‘Witchcraft, after all, although a topic of British legislation since the Middle Ages, was
no longer a recognised living reality in British society in the mid-1900s, nor could the etic
expression ‘witchcraft’ be expected to correspond in detail with any of the similar concepts
circulating in South Central Africa from the late 19™ to the late 20™ century.37

Perhaps the real problem was that the people engaged in this kind of research genuinely
believed that with the concept of ‘witchcraft’, they were handling an authentic, self-evident
emic logical concept, that required no further emic discourse analysis. ‘Witchcraft’ is one of
those hybrid concepts, like ‘chief in former British colonial Africa, or ‘caste’ when applied to
former French colonial West Africa, that under the pretence of rendering authentic Afri-
can exotic ‘emic’ content, in fact merely projects a European, othering and stereotyping
etic concept onto African situations. Nor were these obvious limitations peculiar to Ranger’s
person and intellectual stance. He realised that in order to make sense of his widely com-
parative data from all over the former Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland (now Zim-
babwe, Zambia and Malawi) and adjacent territories, over the better part of a century, and
to place them in a meaningful causal sequence, he badly needed (in addition to better emic
data, but that need scarcely registered with the documentary historian that he always re-
mained) more, and more systematic, theory than most historians would be prepared to util-
ise, then as now. Eagerly he embraced the neo-Marxism then en vogue, and he became
the most authoritative champion ofmy own Marxist attempts — more abstract-theoretical
than properly historical, as Jim Fernandez (1978) was right in pointing out - to make sense
(van Binsbergen 1981) of South Central African religious history since c. 1500 CE, and to situ-
ate witchcraft, and the move away from witchcraft, within that historical process. Yet,
probably significantly, his edited collection on the Problem of Evil in Central Africa, 1500-
2000 never saw the light of day, nor did the published version of his Wiles lectures, Belfast
1978, on Witchcraft Belief in Three Continents.3® The problems of comparative work on the

37 The literature on witchcraft beliefs and practices in South Central Africa and adjacent regions is enormous.
For a few relatively recent contributions, with extensive bibliography, cf. Geschiere 2013; Bond & Ciekawy 2001;
ter Haar 2007; Kiernan 2006.

38 1t was precisely, though ominously, in these two regrettably abortive manuscripts that Ranger rendered and
praised my own perspectives upon witchcraft. With rare perceptiveness, it was in the context of these manu-
scripts and of Ranger’s Belfast 1978 lectures on witchcraft (sponsored by the Irish whiskey brand Jameson...!) for
which they were prepared, that Ranger had already spotted me as a witch in the African fieldwork context, long
before I ever contemplated going native to the extent of ‘Becoming a Sangoma’ (van Binsbergen 1991). To avoid
misunderstanding: I am utilising Ranger’s work, which - because of its visionary power, and its writing style —
has always been a source of immense inspiration and admiration for me, not in order to commit some intellec-
tual parricide, but to bring out some inevitable pitfalls of comparative work An abundance of similar examples
could be picked up all over the literature. For instance, ‘states’, ‘shrines’, ‘chiefs’, kings, ‘village’, ‘marriage’, ‘ini-
tiation, ‘slave’ - all these vital keywords of the historiography (and ethnography) of South Central Africa, create
a mere illusion of understanding, because on the ground, in the actual historical situations to which they
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history of witchcraft seemed too big for him, andprobably for anyone. In the end, his mas-
terly piece on the witch finder Tomo Nyirenda / Mwana Lesa [ ‘God’s Son’ ] remains one of
the few tangible and lasting results of his many years of endeavour. And after the historical
study of African religion, the topicality of the Zimbabwe war of liberation was to form his
main preoccupation.

2.7.2. The unity or fragmentation of humankind® as a paradigmatic position

There is another paradigmatic problem that comes to light in Witzel’s claims concerning
the ‘Laurasian’ nature of the motifs of the Cosmic Egg and of the Flood myth. Here the point
is not that the analytical concept we use as the focus of our comparison, turns out to be far
removed from the complex and heterogeneous social and cultural reality on the ground.
The point is now to realise that also the definitionof the human community (in terms of its
extent in time and space, and in terms of the name we attach to it) is an analytical construct
- indispensable again, but unavoidably distortive.

The readiness to bifurcate present-day humanity in two parts, one with ‘civilised’ Northern
forms of thought, the other with ‘primitive’ Southern forms, rests on a paradigms4° that
doubts the fundamental underlying unity of all present-day humankind, i.e. of all Anatomi-
cally Modern Humans. The rejection of that bifurcation rests on the alternative paradigm affirm-
ing such unity. Empirical and theoretical scientific arguments can help to make either paradigm
plausible and attractive, but in the last analysis it seems to be the institutional, knowledge-
political, and general philosophical position of the analyst that decides. Paradigms come and go,
like other scientific fashions, they are not about demonstrable truth but about persuasive self-
evidence within a restricted social milieu - e.g. the leading members of a scientific discipline
within a particular decade. Essentially irrational and arbitrary, once a paradigm has been se-
curely launched it is the task of the academic establishment to manage and protect it - as it is
the task of the academic bohemian, poetic, dare-devil, charlatan or visionary fringe, to challenge
such a paradigm and to propose alternatives.

When, unburdened by the politically correct intercultural politeness that has set the tone in
transcontinental comparative studies since the decolonisation of South and South East Asia
(late 1940s), and sub-Saharan Africa (early 1960s), Michael Witzel maintained for years that
African do not have Flood myths nor the cosmogony of the Cosmic Egg, he did more than
advertise the limitations of his Africanist knowledge orassert his independence in the face of
potentially trivialising political correctness - after all, he is undisputedly one of the world’s
leading Asianists. In doing so, he implicitly defines the range of comparability of socio-
cultural phenomena to encompass less than total humanity. Instead, he proposes a subset

refer, and in the historical actors’s (not necessarily consensual!) signification of these situations, they refer to
something very complex, floating, internally contradictory, and subject to change. Comparisons using these
concepts can only exist at the cost of ignoring these dynamics - yet without such concepts all comparison
would be impossible.

39 | have meanwhile done further work on the topic of the fundamental unity of humankind; cf, van Binsbergen
2015: 8 f,, and 2020f.

4% #>.9. PARADIGMS. As a transient phase in the evolving History of Ideas (and a deceptive pitfall for the epis-
temology of science), the American historian of science Thomas Kuhn (1962, 1974) gained prominence with his
ide a of the waxing and waning of specific scientific paradigms whose absolute truth value was less important
than their being upheld by a particular powerful section of the scholarly community. Kuhn had a great influence
on Martin Bernal and the Black Athena debate as initiated by the latter.

77



of half of humanity (a subset to which he himself happens to belong by birth, language and
national identity - Germany - , by academic field - the textual study of South Asia - and by
(¢f: Goethe) Wahlverwantschaft (with Japan, in many ways), excluding the other half from
a number of cultural achievements that may easily pass as signs of accomplishment in civili-
sation, thought and historical awareness. It is the worldview that reflects the administrative
organisation of European universities in the 19" and 20" century, more than the actual his-
tory of the world. Movement of people, genes, artefacts, languages and ideas, not the reifica-
tion of boundaries between continents, has been the reality of human cultural history
throughout, and especially ever since the Middle Palaeolithic, when despite the solid geo-
logical evidence of 70 kms of open sea separating Timor from New Guinea and Australia,
Anatomically Modern Humans yet reached the latter two land masses (60 ka BP; cf’ Bed-
narik 1997a, 1997b, 1997¢, 19993, 1999b, 2003). The implication of state-of-the-art genetics
discovering the ‘Back-into-Africa’ movement is that, with reference to recent millennia, we
can no longer maintain the illusion of pure conceptual types applying to just one subset of
humanity; and if we insist on pure types for the very remote past, e.g. at the time of the Out
of Africa migration, there is a considerable risk that we merely, ethnocentrically, project our
own prejudiced self-evidences of today, onto that remote past.

Perhaps the same risk is involved when we take the fundamental unity of humankind as our
guiding principle in comparative studies. If it were not for today’s experiences of globalisa-
tion in communication, travel, international politics and economic life, we might have been
unable to project such globalisation onto the remote past, and there already discern the
desired unity that we see spasmodically growing all around us today.

Either position, therefore, may be grounded in ideology more than in empirical scientific
argument. It is the classic paradigmatic choice between lumpers and splitters. It is the ‘split-
ter'orientation that has prevented most linguists over the past few centuries to see the fun-
damental communalities that (according to the lumpers) unite (nearly) all linguistic
macrophyla spoken today, and that, in the course of the 20™ ¢. CE, has gradually been
brought out by the succession of the Austric, Dene-Sinocaucasian, Nostratic and eventually
*Borean Hypotheses. In genetics we are already beyond that point - the deciphering of the
human genome in the last few decades has left little doubt as to the genetic unity of allAna-
tomically Modern Humans. These splendid and inspiring results (with immense implica-
tions for our present-day, politically and religiously painfully divided world), let us not
forget it, have been the results of painstaking comparative research by tens of thousands of
research workers.

I think that also other comparative sciences should take these lessons at heart. Due to the
paradigmatic, i.e. essentially preconceived, simplifying and distortive, nature of the defini-
tion of our research variables for comparison, let us at least cast our net as widely as possible
when it comes to defining the populations exhibiting these variables. Such a position would
console us for the inevitable distance implied in any definition of a variable for comparative
research. We may be unavoidably, etically, remote from the many different emic positions
of the many different historical actors involved in our comparison. But if we take the fun-
damental unity of humankind as our point of departure (even if we realise that may be the
projection of contemporary wishful thinking), we are admitting that, in the last analysis, we
have no choice but remaining on familiar ground - that of kindred cultures which, like
those to which we ourselves belong, are all descendants (transformed, innovated, some-
times beyond easy recognition) of the cultural package which our Pre-Out-of-Africa ances-
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tors developed inside Africa. However much we may err in defining and understanding the
cultural items we are comparing, we still bring to that comparison our own humanity
which we share with the historical participants, and which means that, complementing the
myriad surface differences, there will be underlying communalities and continuities, hence
a basis for true understanding across boundaries.

In addition with the argument of Before the Presocratics, with which I started out in this
chapter, my recent comparative work focussing on Africa’s transcontinental continuities
with the other continents brings out many further examples:

e The amazing rapprochements (cf. van Binsbergen 2020) between the mythology of
Western Eurasia and that of Oceania (with an excursion into West Africa), concern-
ing such mythemes as Land being fished up from the Sea; Delayed Cosmogony as a
result of Incessant Mating between Heaven and Earth as Primordial Gods; the Inven-
tion of the Sail.

¢ The reduction to junior status of a chain of Neolithic goddesses from West Africa to
China, with the comcomitant rise of male celestial gods in the Bronze Age (van Bins-
bergen & Woudhuizen 20n: Table 6.4, p. 142)

¢ The amazing continuity between random generators including tahlets in divination
in three continents (van Binsbergen 2012: Fig. 8.6, p. 276, and Table 2.3, p. 66)

¢ The globally converging symbolism of the speckled Leopard-skin, and the even more
amazing convergence of its lexical expressions across nearly all the world’s linguistic
phyla and macrophyla (vanBinsbergen 2004 and in preparation (c)

e The amazing continuity between female puberty rights in sub-Saharan Africa and
North America - with a whole range of similar parallels, e,g, in the fields of mythol-
ogy, games, divination, basketry (van Binsbergen 2012a)

e The evidence for a transcontinental cosmology, hinging on a transformative cycle of ele-
ments, and found throughout literate Bronze Age Eurasia (resonating in the Presocratics),
with ramifications to sub-Saharan Africa and to North America (van Binsbergen 20123;

In the face of the apparently insurmountable paradigmatic difficulties I have outlined in this
paper, one would be inclined to say ‘the proof of the pudding is in the eating’. Even if
crosscultural, let alone transcontinental, comparison is patently complex and difficult, let us
rise to the challenge.

2.8. Conclusion

As comparativists, we are Anatomically Modern Humans, engaging - to the extent to which
our fields are social, cultural and linguistic- in the comparative analysis of the achieve-
ments of Anatomically Modern Humans. However abstrusely we may define our variables
for comparison, and however crudely we may force the underlying historically lived reality
of our data into the straightjacket of these variables, we would still not be comparing to-
tally unrelated phenomena (‘apples with pears’), because in the last analysis what is in-
volved is all fruits from the same tree - that of the cultural history of a fundamentally one
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humanity. Let us be tempted to take our results somewhat seriously — even if our compari-
sons cannot take into account all the local details of the historical actors original conceptu-
alisations and expression, a spiritof conmunality links them and us.
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Chapter 3. Rupture and fusion in
the approach to myth (2003 / 2009)

Situating myth analysis between philosophy, poetics,
and long-range historical reconstruction, with an ap-
plication to the ancient and world-wide mythical com-
plex of Leopard-skin symbolism) (2003 / 2009)*

ABSTRACT. On the basis of my engagement with myth over the decades, the present chap-
ter seeks to present some ‘prolegomena’ to the study of myth today. It does so, in the first
place, by a short overview of philosophical contributions and implications of the study of
myth. After formulating and discussing a possible definition of myth, the argument focuses
on two complementary perspectives in the scholarly approach to myth: (a) the objectifying
perspective of rupture, versus (b) the participatory and identifying perspective of fusion.
After indicating the pros and cons of both, and giving an example (notably, the ‘hero fights
monster’ mytheme) of extensive continuity in myth through space and time, the chapter
concludes with a summary of the main results of my long-range comparative research into
Leopard and Leopard-skin symbolism, which is informed by loosely interlocking mythical
complexes extending all across the Old World and part of the New World, over a time span
from the Upper Palaeolithic to the present.

4 van Binsbergen, Wim M,J., 2003b, ‘Rupture and fusion in the approach to myth (Situating myth analysis be-
tween philosophy, poetics, and long-range historical reconstruction, with an application to the ancient and
world-wide mythical complex of Leopard-skin symbolism)’, paper read at the International Conference ‘Myth:
Theory and the Disciplines’, 12 December 2003, University of Leiden: Research School CNWS (School of Asian,
African, and Amerindian Studies), [TAS (The International Institute for Asian Studies); and NWO (Netherlands
Organisation for Scientific Research, at: http://www.quest-
journal.net/shikanda/ancient_models/myth%2omineke%zodefdefdef.pdf; cf.
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3.1. Philosophical approaches to myth

In scholarly discourse, myth is often taken for granted as a self-evident genre of symbolic
production. As an Africanist empirical scientist I, too, have often followed that approach.
However, as an intercultural philosopher, it is my task to deconstruct self-evidences (cf van
Binsbergen 1999b, 20033, 2015). Hence this chapter’s argument.

It is not as if philosophy offers a wide and generally agreed-upon perspective on myth, or as
if myth has been one of philosophy’s central concerns in the last hundred years.* Students
of myth in the literary and social sciences including history will find that philosophers may
occasionally take for granted such conceptual usages as have been adopted by the very fields
of scholarship whose foundations philosophy is supposed to examine critically. This is
largely the case for myth, as it is for philosophers’ none too innovative use of the concept of
culture (cf van Binsbergen 1999b, 2003a). At one level this may seem to be true even of a
post-structuralist philosopher like Derrida. He does engage in debate with Lévi-Strauss on
the interpretation of myth of the South American Bororo people (Derrida 1967a: 149 f°), and
with Plato (Derrida 1972; ¢f. Shaked n.d.) on the interpretation of the myth of Thamus and
Thot as recounted in Phaedrus,# and in so doing appears to take for granted conventional
notions concerning the nature and confines of myth as a self-evident unit of analysis.*

** Thus symposia like Poser 1979 or Schrempp & Hansen 2002 do not offer much that is substantially new. Per-
haps this is different for Scarborough 1994 or Lincoln 1999, non vidi.

43 The myth of Thamus and Thot, as told by the character Socrates in Plato’s dialogue Phaedrus (1871 / 360 BCE)
does not seem to be generally known. Yet it is a opertinent early criticism of logocentricity! Even the usually very
extensive and complete Wikipedia digital encyclopedia does not have (2022) an entry on Thamus. Therefore I let
the Phaedrus fragment follow here, in Jowett’s translation (the fragment is scarcely essential to my own argu-
ment here, therefore, contrary to the lofty intercultural principles cited in my Introduction, I refrain from pre-
senting the Greek text as well; it is readily available in Plato 1975 / 1999):

#2.10. PLATO'S PHAEDRUS FRAGMENT ON THAMUS AND THOT. ‘Soc[rates]. At the Egyptian city
of Naucratis, there was a famous old god, whose name was Theuth [ Thot]; the bird which is called the
Ibis is sacred to him, and he was the inventor of many arts, such as arithmetic and calculation and ge-
ometry and astronomy and draughts and dice, but his great discovery was the use of letters. Now in
those days the god Thamus was the king of the whole country of Egypt; and he dwelt in that great city
of Upper Egypt which the Hellenes call Egyptian Thebes, and the god himself is called by them Am-

mon [ % Amun ]. To him came Theuth and showed his inventions, desiring that the other Egyptians

might be allowed to have the benefit of them; he enumerated them, and Thamus enquired about their
several uses, and praised some of them and censured others, as he approved or disapproved of them. It
would take a long time to repeat all that Thamus said to Theuth in praise or blame of the various arts.
But when they came to letters, This, said Theuth, will make the Egyptians wiser and give them better
memories; it is a specific both for the memory and for the wit. Thamus replied: O most ingenious
Theuth, the parent or inventor of an art is not always the best judge of the utility or inutility of his own
inventions to the users of them. And in this instance, you who are the father of letters, from a paternal
love of your own children have been led to attribute to them a quality which they cannot have; for this
discovery of yours will create forgetfulness in the learners' souls, because they will not use their memo-
ries; they will trust to the external written characters and not remember of themselves. The specific
which you have discovered is an aid not to memory, but to reminiscence, and you give your disciples
not truth, but only the semblance of truth; they will be hearers of many things and will have learned
nothing; they will appear to be omniscient and will generally know nothing; they will be tiresome
company, having the show of wisdom without the reality.’

4 Also cf. Derrida 1971; van Binsbergen 2005¢ / 2015¢: ch. 6.
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Chapter 3. Rupture and fusion in the approach to myth

However, at a more fundamental level Derrida’s deconstruction of the binary opposition so
central to Lévi-Strauss’s approach to myth, through the notion of différance, and Derrida’s
critique of logocentricity, do offer some of the essential elements for a meaningful approach
to myth today.

Myth has certainly featured in main-stream Western philosophy from its very inception, in
the Presocratic philosopher Xenophanes’ (c. 570-480 BCE) attacks* on his contemporaries’
mythical beliefs (without using the Ancient Greek word piifog muthos), and somewhat earlier
even in Theagenes of Rhegion’s allegorical interpretation of stories featuring divine beings.

The etymology of myth is charmingly uncertain. Most authoritative sources refuse to trace it
beyond the Greek muthos. Partridge*® adduces a Indo-European root *mud- or *mudh, ‘to
think, to imagine’, and sees cognates of the Greek form in Lithuanian, Old Slavonic and Old
Irish (to which Starostin & Starostin add: Tocharian, Old Greek, Baltic, Germanic, Slavic in
general, and Celtic in general). Although Partridge explicitly discusses Latin muttire (‘mut-
tering, mowing’) as part of a complex centring on the English mute, he does not suggest a
link with Greek muthos on this point. Such a link is however claimed by van Veen and van
der Sijs,*” who thereby exhaust their inventiveness, in the sense that they, too, refrain from
tracing the etymology beyond Greek.*® Largely relying on and popularising his hero Astour,
Martin Bernal has placed controversial but often plausible proposals of Ancient Egyptian
etymologies for Greek words at the heart of his Black-Athena thesis.* If muthos was not

4 Diels 1951-1952: 21, Fragmente, 14, 12, 15, 16; cf. de Raedemaeker 1953: xiii f,, 100 f.

46 Partridge 1979, s.v. ‘myth’; corroborated by Pokorny 1959-1969: II, 255; and Starostin & Starostin 1998-2008,
‘Indo-European etymology’.

47 van Veen and van der Sijs 1997, s.v. ‘mythe’.

48 The Starostin’s Tower of Babel also identifies an Indo-European protoform *med, ‘to think about, to reason,
to decide’, likewise with reflexes thoughout the Indo-European realm, but impossible to link to Greek muthos;
for our present purpose it is therefore immaterial that *med, contrary to *mudh, can be given a higher level
etymology at the Nostratic / Eurasiatic level, as *mVrV, ‘feel’, which has reflexes in Indo-European, Altaic and
Dravidian; the Tower of babel record on this point is muddled, however, for under ‘Eurasiatic etymology’ up to
eight reflexes *mVrV are listed but none with semantics ‘feel’...

49 Astour 1967; Bernal 1987, 1991; cf. van Binsbergen 1997a, Index, where Bernal’s major etymological proposals
are listed. Central within the Black-Athena discussion has been Bernal’s controversial claim is that the name of
the Ancient Greek goddess Athena (for which Karst 1931, ¢f van Binsbergen 2021d has plausibly proposed a
Central Asian provenance, as for her rival / counterpart Poseidon) should derive from a corruption of *HtNt,
‘temple of Neith’, and that in fact the Ancient Egyptian goddess Neith (of old associated with the primal waters,
but also with the Bee, Honey, with women’s domestic work but also with weaponry) is the avatar of Athena. In
this light it is most interesting that both Athena in Greek myth, and Thot (both with overlapping provinces of
learning and wisdom) are, in some accounts, reputed to have been born from their father’s head - as befits the
divine representation of thought. On Thot’s birth from — among many rival accounts, especially from the Twen-
tieth Dynasty - his father Seth / Suteb’s head, see Kurth 1975-1986; Bergman 1975-1986. On Athena’s birth, see:
Hesiod (1914 CE / c. 700 CE), Theogonia, 886 f., 924.; Pindar (1879 / 5th ¢.BCE), Olympiana Carmina, vii. 35
(Hephaestus opened Zeus'’s head); other gods assisted, and the birth place was Triton / Laco Tritonis: Apollo-
dorus (1921 CE / 4th . c. CE), Bibliotheca, i. 4. § 6; Scholia ad Pindari Olympiana Carmina, vii. 66; Athena was
born in full armour, Stesichorus apud Tzetzes (1601 CE / 12th c. CE) Commentarii ad Lycophonem, 355; Philostra-
tus (1893 CE / ca. 200 CE) Imagines, ii. 27; Scholium ad Apollonium Rhodium. iv. 1310; Atsma, ‘Athena’. n.d. The
main source for Thot's alleged birth from Seth’s head is a 20" Dynasty papyrus, to be dated to the end of the 2™
mill. BCE - the Late Bronze Age, associated with the Sea Peoples’s episode and with the account (of contested
historicity) of the Israelite Exodus from Egypt. This is half a millennium before Hesiod, and it is unlikely that
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among Bernal’s original proposals, it might have been. For in Ancient Egyptian, mdwj

ﬂ i ﬂ 000 Means ‘speak, talk; word, saying’, and mdwt ﬂ }ﬂ ‘speech, matter’.> In gen-
eral, the combination of both a semantic and a phonological fit is considered a strong indi-

cation for a valid etymological connection.”

The word piifog was common from Homeric times onwards, denoting ‘speech, spoken
word, story, fable’, usually without implications as to the truth or falsehood attributed to its
contents (Liddell & Scott 1968, s.v. ‘pibog’). What we classify today as myth, are stories told
by Plato, e.g. concerning hamos and Thot, or the myth of the original duality and bisexuality
of all human beings in Symposium,” the myth of Er at the end of De Re Publica / Republic,
or most famous the Parable of the Cave in Book VII of the same work. Gradually an opposi-
tion was installed between muthos and logos; the former would increasingly denote the fur-
tive, oral statement in specific situations, a statement which could be just hearsay and need
not be true; while the latter would increasingly denote the compelling expression of law and
order, immutable philosophical truth, divine rule, the divine creative act, and hence a tran-
scendent form of truth which was increasingly denied to muthos. The emergence of phi-
losophical rationality in classical Greece has often® been described in terms of the transition
from mythos to logos, a process in which Aristotle rather than his teacher Plato appears ul-
timately as

.. Tmaestro di color che sanno®* -

‘the master of those who know’, that is, of those who have left myth behind them.” In the
process, the critical approach to what we now call ‘Greek myths’ was further developed, e.g.
in the work of Euhemerus (300 BCE), who saw all mythical divine characters as originating
in deified historical human beings.

that Egyptian text was conceived under Aegean influence - but there may have been a common third origin
(Hittite?) for both.

> Gardiner 1994: 571; Hannig 2000: 1206. Because of the nature of Ancient Egyptian writing the vocalisation of
its words is nearly always somewhat uncertain.

5! Purists among historical linguistics would add, as a third condition, the explicit formulation of correspon-
dence rules setting forth the systematic transformation of linguistic forms between the language which a pro-
posed etymology brings together - despite extensive attempts (e.g. Ehret 1995; Bomhard 1984; Bomhard & Kerns
1994) this third requirement is not yet met in the present case (Takacs 1999, 2001) - I am grateful to the histori-
cal linguist V. BlaZek for this reminder.

52 Plato 1921 (1975): Symposium, Aristophanes’ speech.

53 Cf. Nestle 1941; Dupré 1973-1974; Hatab 1990; Heidegger 1984; Gadamer 1996; Brisson 1982; Detienne 1981;
Edmonds 2001; Morgan 2000.

54 _ ‘the master of those who know’... Dante, La Divina Commedia, Inferno IV: 3L

55 Cf. Metaphysica 1074b 1 f,, where Aristotle could be construed (cf. Dupré 1973-1974: 949) to use muthos more
or less in our present-day sense, although it is more likely that he simply means ‘oral tradition’:

‘Our forefathers in the most remote ages have handed down to their posterity a tradition, in the form of a myth
[&v poBov oyrjpary] that these [celestial] bodies are gods and that the divine encloses the whole of nature.

Cf Hegel 1992: 20, where the same idea is expressed:

‘Die Mythe gehort zur Padagogie des Menschengeschlechtes.’
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Chapter 3. Rupture and fusion in the approach to myth

However, literary criticism, not philosophy, became the field where scholars pondered over
myths, and the concept itself was not philosophically belaboured until the late 18th century
CE, when Schelling proposed a very subtle philosophical approach to mythology. He thus
gave the decisive impetus to the development, as a major component of classical studies
(which were an emergent scientific discipline at the time), of a science of mythology, whose
first major exponent was Karl Ottfried Miiller.5° It needs no longer surprise us that the word
‘myth’ was only first attested in the English language as late as 1830,%” a quarter of a century
later even than in Dutch (1804-1808).5° Classicists, anthropologists (Tylor,”® Lang, Frazer)
and comparative religionists (Max Miiller, Otto) grabbed hold of the relatively orphaned
concept of myth, and it is in the hands of such specialists that a common, consensual schol-
arly understanding of myth has arisen between 1850 and 1950 - as the expression of a my-
thopoeic constructing of world and meaning that, while not impossible to understand, still
was considered to be worlds apart from the scientific rationality which the pursuers of these
disciplines attributed to themselves. From this relatively recent context, so replete with
Faustian rationality and condescending objectification, arose the notion that we know what
myths are (‘a bunch of lies’) and how we can identify them - that they are out there, to be
drawn into the orbit of our scholarly analysis.

None than the neo-Kantian philosopher Cassirer (1874-1945) has more emphasised the ex-
tent to which the articulation of a mode of knowing beyond mythical thought was abso-
lutely constitutive of the Enlightenment.*> And it is mainly to Cassirer that we owe, in
modern philosophy, an extensive body of reasoning on the nature of myth, on mythical
thought as a phase in the intellectual development of humankind, and on the use of myth in
the construction of viable, even dangerous, socio-political communities. For Cassirer (who
wrote on Einstein’s two theories of relativity and on the epistemology of the natural sciences
with the same authority as on Kant and Heidegger), the only way to appreciate mythical
thought is by contrasting it with scientific thought. This operation is claimed to highlight®
what Cassirer considers to be the two principal characteristics of mythical thought:

¢ unity of being between subject and world, as well as
e the immediacy of experience.

Here Cassirer shows himself a true heir of the Enlightenment. No less rationalistic than that
great twentieth-century CE anthropologist of myth Lévi-Strauss, Cassirer sees in myth a way
of thinking, of conceptualising, the world, rather than a mode of religious existential signifi-

5 Miiller 1825; ¢f. Momigliano 1984; Blok 1994, 1997.
57 Little et al. 1978, s.v. ‘myth’.

58 van Veen and van der Sijs 1997, s.v. ‘mythe’.

%9 Tylor 1948 (1971).

69 Cassirer 1946, 19531957, 1955, 1961. Peter Gay’s 1973 splendid and authoritative intellectual history of the
Enlightenment cites Cassirer as his main inspiration.

" In ways clearly reminiscent of his contemporary, the French philosopher Lucien Lévy-Bruhl with his theory of
participation in ‘primitive thought’, but, in Cassirer’s case, methodically worked out by reference to the Kantian
a-priori categories.
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cation.”” However, Lévi-Strauss shows the anthropologist’s fascination for the beauty of
such mythical thought, for which he seeks to formulate a systematic poetics (in terms of
deep structure and transformation, among other concepts), thus rendering possible the
identification of specific mythical thought and the systematic comparison between different
forms of mythical thought. Cassirer, by contrast with Lévi-Strauss, remains even truer to the
tenets of the Enlightenment, in that Cassirer considers mythical thought an essentially erro-
neous mode of thinking about the world.

Whatever the merits and limitations of Cassirer’s approach to myth, throughout the twenti-
eth century CE philosophy has been mainly fascinated by other themes than myth, and has
approached these from other perspectives than Neo-Kantianism. As a result Cassirer’s im-
pressive edifice remains largely isolated. Some of it was circulated in the social sciences, in a
somewhat attenuated and bowdlerised form, by Cassirer's admirers Suzanne Langer, Karl
Mannheim, and C.W. Hendel. Few philosophical handbooks carry even an entry on ‘myth’.
Rather than reflecting on the processes of identity formation, and on the construction of
world and meaningfulness through verbal articulation, which lie implied in the concept of
myth, many philosophers content themselves with using the word ‘myth’, without further
problematisation, in the loose, Modernist ie. disenchanted, and one-sidedly pejorative,
sense of ‘a collective representation® that is patently untrue and that
serves specific functions of justification and rationalisation for those
who bring it in circulation and / or adhere to it’.%

Cassirer wrote at a time when, inside Academia at least, scientific rationality went through
an unbroken series of triumphs, when the cultural and somatic Other as represednting a
sizeable collectivity was largely absent from intellectuals’s everyday practical experience and
nicely tucked away in distant colonies, and when the Modernist heritage of the Enlighten-
ment appeared to be humankind’s main defence against such frightening forms of mythical
irrationality as nationalism, state Communism and National Socialism as marked the first
half of the twentieth century.

Cassirer died a few months after Horkheimer and Adorno, in their American exile, pub-
lished their Dialektik der Aufkldrung,% where the taken-for-granted juxtaposition between
myth and Enlightenment is reconsidered:

‘..schon der Mythos ist Aufkldrung, und: die Aufkldrung schlégt in Mythologie zuriick’%
In Horkheimer & Adorno’s book, the (mythical!) image of the Homeric hero Odysseus tied

62 Cf de Vries 1961: 169 f. This book, available in international translations, is still a useful and authoritative
guide to the study of myth analysis up to the 1950s; further: Segal 2001; Dubuisson 1993; Strenski 1987.

3 My choice of words is deliberate: such myths are considered to be the stuff out of which, in a way theorised by Durk-
heim (1912; ¢f’ van Binsbergen 2018), society brings its members to venerate itself under the guise of the sacred.

64 Cf. Barnes 1944-1945; Bouveresse 1996; Cassirer 1961; Davidson 2001; Dickie 1969; Hountondji 1983 (however,
the reference to myth only appears in the subtitle of the English edition and was not there in the original
French); Oosterling 1989; Vloemans 1930. For the application of the same conception of myth in political dis-
course, ¢f. Ivie 2002.

% Horkheimer & Adorno 1989 / 1944; cf- Freyberg n.d.

% Horkheimer & Adorno 1989 / 1944: 14. ‘Myth is already Enlightenment, and Enlightenment hits back in
myth’. (WvB)
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to the mast of his ship while his comrades submit to the luring chant of the Sirens (Odyssea
XII: 39), for scores of pages conjures up the tragic interpenetration of rationality and mythi-
cal thought which is plausibly claimed to have produced Nazism and Fascism.

Cassirer — Kantian far more than Hegelian - did not quite engage in such dialectics. His at-
tempt to deal, once for all, with mythical thought is impressive, but fails to convince in our
Postmodern, re-enchanted, globalised world of today, where the proliferation of identities
has been raised to one of humankind’s major industries, and where myths (from Christian,
Islamic and Hindu religious fundamentalism, to New Age, to human rights and democracy
as an occasional justification for state violence, to the neo-liberal idea of the market, the
body not only as precondition but a fortiori as ultimate standard of all human life, culture
and society; the makeability of that body right up to gender identity, etc.) remind us every
day that they, as myths, are here to stay. At the same time Cassirer reminds us, especially in
his last book The Myth Of The State, of the all-important political dimension of myths and
their study: if myth creates a collective life world (and by implication often render its built-
in structural and physical violence invisible to the participants in that life world, the believ-
ers of myth), then the workings of myth are inevitably opposed to the assertion of individual
knowledge, freedom, responsibility, and criticism: the ideals of the Enlightenment but also
the foundations of Modern human rights. Pitch sticks, and it is hardly surprising that some
of the major students of myth in the course of the twentieth century, such as Jung, Eliade,
Jan de Vries, and Dumézil,%” had strong conservative tendencies often accused of bordering
on Fascism. To this political dimension we will return when, below, we discuss the role of
the intellectual in the approach to myth, torn between, on the one hand,

o fusion with myth for the sake of individual sanity, the experience of beauty and a
sense of social belonging; and, on the other hand,

e deconstructive critique of myth for the sake of society’s sanity and transparency, the
maintenance of human rights, and the rational pursuit of valid scientific knowledge.

Leaning on Cassirer, but even more promising and inspiring, is the approach of the German
/ Dutch philosopher Wilhelm Dupré,®® who (unfortunately without the benefit of such in-
spiration as post-structuralist philosophy - Derrida, Foucault, Lyotard, Deleuze, Guattari —
might have brought to his argument) goes back to Schelling’s subtle understanding of myth
as forming, and relating to, a whole,%® and therefore as far from allegorical. Dupré tries to
make (at least, that is how I read him) the most of myth’s nature as

¢ context-informed, lived verbal expression in the here and the now, as against
e the ambitious, intimidating, transcendent, aspirations of logos.

Reflecting the writings of Eliade (1963: 192 f.), which were largely conceived before the work
circulated of such theoreticians of orality as Ong, Finnegan, Derrida, Goody, Havelock,
etc.,”* Dupré reminds us that the tension between mythos and logos is congruent with that

e . Horstmann 1998; Frauenfelder 2002; Ellwood 1999; Garcia Quintela 2001.
8 Dupré 1973; this makes one curious after his 1975 book, non vidi.
69 Cf. Witzel 2001, who stresses that myths should be compared not in their constituent parts, but as wholes.

7° Ong 1982, 1988; Finnegan 1970, 1988; Derrida 1967b, 1978; Goody 1968, 1986; Havelock 1971.
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between oral literature and writing. He stresses the kaleidoscopic nature of myth and of the
world it creates. Myth revolves on a verbality which creates meaning and truth through ar-
ticulation, and which appears to reside (especially in situations where writing is absent) in
what (at least in my reading of Dupré) is implied to be an interlocking or alternation of im-
manence and transcendence,” rather than external, transcendent procedures of verification
and legitimation. The narrative then appears as the core, not only of myth, but of the hu-
man existence tout court:

‘Im Erzdhlen der Welt wird zwar die Ungesichertheit und Sinnbedrohung des Menschen erst wirklich

offenbar, zugleich bedeutet jedocht die Tatsache, daf$ all das erzihlt werden kann, Teilnahme an

jenem Sinn, der dem Erzdhlen, oder besser, dem Artikulieren grundsatzlich eigen ist. Aus diesem

Grunde kann das Wesen des Mythos nicht auf diesen oder jenen Bericht Beschrankt werden. Es ist
vielmehr Artikulieren und Artikulation des Gegebenen als Tat und Tatschade des Menschlichen.

(Dupré 1973: 951.) 7>
This leads Dupré to distinguish four complementary tasks in our approach to myth:

¢ to understand myth and mythology [ not so much as antithetic to ratio, but rather |
as the matrix within which the play of ratio (Verstand) and symbol takes place - and
it is out of this play that culture is constituted,;

e to realise that inevitably there are not only many mythologies but (within each my-
thology) plurdlities of myth, whose interrelations we have to investigate, for it is these
interrelations that constitute the community in tension with the individual person;

e to identify the liminal situation where the logos of speech determines the mythos to
such an extent that it begins to coincide with the latter as self-reflecting theorising -
in other words, as philosophy;

¢ on the one hand theory has to illuminate the mythical, but on the other hand it has
the task of verifying the mythical element within the horizon of humankind, it has to
become a self-reflective theory of the development of the mythical, i.e. a philosophy
of history.

Little wonder that Dupré’s final conclusion is that
‘das Problem des Mythos ist leztlich das der Fundamentalphilosophie.’ (Dupré 1973: 955 f.)73

Situating myth in the ubiquitous phenomenon of human verbal enunciation, of narration
(as does McDowell 2002) implies that for Dupré myth is in itself a ubiquitous and self-
evident aspect of the human condition, rather than a special form of thought reserved for

7' This insight will cast a further illuminating light when, in chapters 15 and especially 16, below, we have a look
at transcendence in the context of Flood myth world-wide.

72 ‘Only when we subject the world to narrative will become clear the great extent to which Man is with-
out certainty and full of deceptive meaning, but at the same time the fact becomes manifest that, what-
ever can be told, participates in the very meaning that is the essential quality of all narrating, or rather,
of all aerticulation. For this reasoon the essence of myth cannot be limited to any specific content.
What is really at stake is the act of articulation of that which is given, and that act is fundamental to be-
ing human.” (tr. WvB)

Now that I re-read and translate these lines, in the final editing of the present book, my enthusiasm about them
knows again no limits, and I understand why I must be a writer and a poet, far beyond the necessities of ensur-
ing an income, a decade into my pensionable age - but simply as the most obvious way of being human.

73 ‘The problem of myth is, finally, that of a philosophy which searches for fundamental insights.” (tr. WvB)
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narrowly circumscribed circumstances.

Dupré’s emphasis on the narrative element, which would make myth appear as primarily a
form of orature, has a peculiar implication for mainstream myth analysis. Since so much of
the latter deals, not with living myth orally presented in informal situations, but with estab-
lished written texts and with pictorial and other artistic references to such written texts, it
would seem as if in the academic practice the concept of myth has hardened, even fossilised,
to the point where myths have come to appear as a distinct and self-evident genre of texts
readily available for processing in the hands of scholars. The rediscovery of orature in the
last quarter of the twentieth century CE might have remedied this one-sidedness if only this
rediscovery had been picked up more consistently by comparative mythologists.

Dupré’s position is reminiscent of Barthes’s, whose Mythologies (Barthes 1957) trace the
structuring orientations behind late capitalist bourgeois life (so that for Barthes ‘myth’
comes close to the Marxian ‘false consciousness’ - the mythical orientations in question are
held to be mistaken conceptions of reality).

A similarly central place is attributed to myth by Kolakowski, who defines as myth any men-
tal construct that imposes meaning, order, direction upon the human world: 7#

‘Er [der Mythos] umfafit einen elementaren, wenn auch quantitativ geringfligigen Teil der religiosen
Mythen, namentlich die sogenannten Ursprungsmythen, und erstreckt sich dartiber hinaus auf
bestimmte Konstruktionen, die (verborgen oder explizit) in unserem intellektuellen oder affektiven
Leben gegenwirtig sind, und zwar auf diejenigen, die es uns gestatten, die bedingten und
veranderlichen Bestandteile der Erfahrung teleologisch miteinander in Zusammenhang zu bringen,
indem man sie auf unbedingte Realititen bezieht (auf solche wie “Sein”, “Wahrheit”, “Wert”).” (Kola-
kowski 1984: 6.)75

People construct myth in order to acquiesce themselves: in order to experience the empiri-
cal world as meaningful, in order to satisfy their desire for immutable values capable of un-
derpinning their orientation in the world, and in order to escape from the temporal
finiteness of their personal existence and of that of the world. In crucial contradistinction to
Dupré (for whose approach to myth I highlighted the felicitous idea of the oscillation be-
tween transcendence and immanence),7® Kolakowski insists that any true myth represents a
transcendent value, in which abstraction is made from the finiteness of human experience:
‘Ich nenne jede Erfahrung mythisch, die nicht nur in dem Sinn die endliche Erfahrung transzendiert,
daf? sie nicht deren Beschreibung ist [...], sondern auch in jenem, daf} sie jede mégliche Erfahrung

relativiert, indem sie diese verstehend auf Realitdten bezieht, die grundsatzlich ungeeignet sind, durch
Worte beschrieben zu werden, die eine logische Bindung mit der verbalen Beschreibung der Erfahrung

74 Kolakowski 1984, cf. Kesselmeier 2000, on whom my summary leans heavily.

75 ‘It (mythos) comprises an elementary (even though quantitatively minimal) part in the form of reli-
gious myths, notably the so-called myths of origin, and beyond that extends to particular constructions
which (whether implicitly or explicitly) are present in our intellectual and affective lives - and in par-
ticular those constructions which allow us to teleologically connect the contingent / conditional and
mutable elements of our experiences, in such a way that one becomes conscious of their relationship
with unconditional realities (such as ‘being’, ‘truth’, ‘value’. (tr. WvB)

76 Not for nothing, but without direct, conscious indebtedness to Dupré, oscillation (not onlty between tran-

scendence and immanence, but even more comprehensively, between being and non-being, is given a pivotal

role in my picture of reality in my recent book Sangoma Science (2021), designed to make sense of my observa-

tions, over the decades, in the world of ecstatic cults especially the Sangoma cult of Southern Africa, to which I

have belonged since 1989.
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eingehen.’ (Kolakowski 1984: 41)77

Kolakowski does not, in this connection, investigate the specific historical and socio-political
conditions under which such transcendence may be attained as a technical accomplishment of
thought. He implies it to be a universal and perennial human capability, per definition as uni-
versal as he claims myth itself to be. In one way he is right: such transcendence is already given
with the word, on the principle posited by the great Dutch linguist Reichling that ‘language is a
vicarious act’ (Reichling 1967) - in other words, the human tchnology that allows us to refer to
what is no there and not now, by means of words (any words) that have per definition (...!) a
much wider application than just the here and the now. But such a view of mythical transcen-
dence is not very useful, because it would no longer allow us to distinguish between language in
general, and myth as a very special form of language. I would rather suggest that, given the tran-
scendent capabilities of the word, myth uses this capacity to the full and, as it were, raises it to
the power 2, by conjuring up a world that

¢ is not only not here and not now but that may have no empirical existence whatso-
ever anywhere at any moment in time (which brings myth into the realm of the
hearsay, the imagination, the poetic, and the religious),

e that is brought to life and to credibility by using of narrative modes analogous to (al-
though not always identical with) the conventional methods of narration by which
reliable, true reports on the empirical world outside the here and now are rendered;
and finally a world that

¢ is not idiosyncratic, not exclusive to the narrating individual, but one whose narra-
tive accounts are shared, circulated, retained and reproduced within a wider com-
munity (which thus constitutes and perpetuates itself).

Thus myth creates an effective world that may or may not be real but whose main character-
istic is that it appears as real to those who produce the tales on that world and to those who
listen to it.”® Producing this appearance of reality involves an active process of captivating

77 I call every experience mythical, that not only transcends the finite experience in this respect (a) that it
cannot be exhaustively described in experiential terms, but also in another respect notably (b) that it
takes a relative view of any possible experience, in such a way that it relates the experience in an inter-
preting way to realities which are essentially incapable of being described in such words as constitute a
logical link with the verbal description of the experience.’(tr. WvB)

78 #.3.1. ON CLIFFORD GEERTZ’S DEFINITION OF RELIGION. In my formulation here there is an echo here of
Geertz’s (1966: 4) famous definition of religion, to which we may refer repeatedly in this book:

‘Without further ado, then, a religion is:

(1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and mo-
tivations in men by (3) formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and (4) clothing these
conceptions with such an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.’
(itemised numering added - WvB)

Meanwhile, as far as religion is concerned, Geertz’s definition leaves much to be desired. I am not convinced
that religion comes in countable, discrete units, for the same extensive reasons why I do not believe that it is
useful to speak of ‘cultures’, plural (van Binsbergen 1999b, 2003a), but only of cultural as a specific orientation of
the human condition. Moreover, like many definitions of religion and myth, Geertz’s definition is not really just
a definition but a nutshell theory: it tells us not only how to identify religion in empirical reality, but also claims
to reveal its inner workings such as can never be immediately manifest upon empirical scrutiny using the defini-
tion as a searchlight. Geertz’s personification of ‘a religion’ (‘which acts’...) leaves unsolved the puzzle as to how,
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and persuading the listener with specific literary means.” Principal among these means is
analogy with the real life world of the here and now, even though this analogy may involve
specific inversions, distortions, transformations. For the narrators and the listeners, there-
fore, it is essential that the mythical world is scarcely distinguishable from, and scarcely dis-
continuous vis-a-vis, the empirical world.

#3.2. ON TRANSCENDENCE: A FIRST INTRODUCTION. It would be misleading to speak
of transcendence, in this connection, as if it were a universal and self-evident condition.
Only under certain conditions could the mythical world be said to be transcendent, in the
sense of being strictly distinguished from the empirical world, at a totally different plane,
absolutely incomparable with the empirical world and its inhabitants, and representing a
totally different order of being. I submit that, in a pure form, such transcendence can only
occur (i.e. can only be thought) in situations where people experience external forms of the
exercise of authority and control, which are completely discontinuous with the ordinary and
familiar forms of authority and control informing their everyday life world here and now.
Such external forms of authority and control are brought about mainly by writing, the state,
an organised priesthood, and science - four devices that, separately or in combination, make
it possible for an absent, dead, or even completely imaginary person (such as a testator, a
king, the state, a god) to exercise near to complete control over a situation here and now
through the vicarious means of language. For all we know, writing, the state, an organised
priesthood, and science only emerged in a very circumscribed spatial and temporal context:
the Ancient Near East (including Egypt) by the end of the 4th millennium BCE. Only under
such conditions would I expect myths to emerge that evoke a transcendent world absolutely
incomparable with the ordinary life world - so absolutely incomparable that, for instance, a
prohibition on graven images (like in Ancient Israel and Islam) may be entertained; yet even
there the transcendent God is supposed to have created Man after his own image, as if even
in a thoroughly literate and priestly context myth shies away from total transcendence. | con-
sider (c¢f. van Binsbergen 2018) the emergence of transcendence as a mode of thought, the
outcome of a long historical process, not as an immediate and inevitable implication of writ-

precisely, the cognitive elements that Geertz places at the centre of the religious process (‘formulating concep-
tions'...) manage to inspire the specific moods and motivations that allegedly constitute (‘@’) religion. And if we
are tempted (on the basis of sound comparative and theoretical considerations) to propose that all these cogni-
tions, moods and motivations remain up in the air, utterly ineffective in shaping a religion and, through religion,
a ‘uniquely realistic’ life world, until they are put into practice by the believers’ specific actions both in the ritual
sphere and in everyday life, then it is clear that apart from the personification of religion as an acting agent,
action is the major missing element in Geertz’s definition of religion.

79 For the nature-myth school of Max Miiller, myth was primarily a ‘disease of language’, allegedly springing
from the postulated imperfections of prehistoric and proto-historic language (cf. Rose 1961). This is an obsolete
position in the sense that the oldest language forms directly or indirectly attested (i.e. over the past 10,000 years)
are found to be every bit as advanced and as complex as modern languages. This, at least, is the result of a statis-
tical analysis which Marsico (1999) conducted on a database of proto-languages, albeit with specific emphasis
on phonological aspects. We have no direct attestations of earlier language forms (they have been convincingly
and extensively reconstructed though, especially in the form of *Borean) but must inevitably postulate that the
truly oldest forms, as spoken by Anatomically Modern Humans over 100,000 years ago, may have been less
complex (cf. Aitchison 1996). In a long-range historical perspective (to which we have only access through con-
jectural reconstruction on the basis of extrapolation of attested forms), Miiller’s position has a point in that it
rightly acknowledges the basis of myth in language-based forms of narration. However, the thrust of recent
approaches like Dupré’s and Kolakowski’s is that, rather then being epiphenomenal upon language, myth is
predicated upon the very essence of language.
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ing, the state, an organised priesthood, and science. The latter achievements did exist in 3rd
millennium BCE Mesopotamia, yet one of the greatest specialists, Thorkild Jacobsen, could
still explicitly describe the mythico-religious orientation of that place and time as over-
whelmingly immanentalist.** Meanwhile we should realise that the four conditions listed
here do not always occur in combination. State formation has been a widespread phenome-
non on the African continent from the late 4th millennium onwards,® yet in many cases
these were states without writing. That even so statehood would amount to discontinuity
with the cultural orientation of the here and now of local communities, and hence might
constitute a growth point for transcendent thought, is suggested by my study of the Nkoya
states in terms of such cultural discontinuity (van Binsbergen 2003c, and in press (b)).

These are some of the ideas that, in the background, will inform the argument which follows now.

3.2. A provisional definition of myth

There is no dearth of definitions of myth. Above we have already considered elements to-
wards such a definition. Dupré gives a succinct one:

‘Mythos im weitesten Sinn verstanden beteutet Wort, Rede, Erzihlung von géttlichem Geschehen. Er
begriindet eine Tradition.’ (Dupré 1973: 950)52

Famous is Eliade’s definition, whose extensive work on myth surprisingly continues to impress
for its profound insights, in my opinion, now that I am re-reading it after more than thirty years:

‘le mythe raconte une histoire sacrée; il relate un événement qui a eu lieu dans le temps primordial, le
temps fabuleux des “commencements”. Autrement dit, le mythe raconte comment, grace aux exploits
des Etres Surnaturels, une réalité totale, le Cosmos, ou seulement un fragment: une ile, une espéce
végétale, un comportement humain, une institution. Cest donc toujours le récit d’'une “création”: on
rapporte comment quelque chose a été produit [sic], a commencé a étre. Le mythe ne parle que de ce
qui est arrivé réellement, de ce qui s’est pleinement manifesté. Les personnages des mythes sont des
Etres Surnaturels. Ils sont connus surtout par ce qu'ils ont fait dans le temps prestigieux des “com-
mencements”. Les mythes révelent donc leur activité créatrice et dévoilent la sacralité (ou simplement
la “surnaturalité”) de leurs oeuvres. En somme, les mythes décrivent les diverses, et parfois
dramatiques, irruptions du sacré (ou du “sur-naturel”) dans le Monde. C'est cette irruption du sacré qui
fonde réellement le Monde et qui le fait tel qu'il est aujourd’hui. Plus encore: cest a la suite des inter-
ventions des Etres Surnaturels que 'homme est ce qu'il est aujourd’hui, un étre mortel, sexué et cul-
turel.” (Eliade 1963: 15; originally published in an English translation readily available to the reader)

While splendidly evocative and bringing out many points that are essential in defining hu-
mankind’s most cherished myths (but not all myths are myth of origin or of aetiology), this
famous definition yet has a number of unmistakable shortcomings. Instead of a definition

8o Jacobsen 1976. For a study tracing (largely on the basis of an analysis of myths) the emergence and evolution
of the concept of magic in the Ancient Mesopotamian context, ¢f. van Binsbergen & Wiggermann 1999, re-
printed in van Binsbergen 2017: 293-325.

81 Thus in my book Tears of Rain (1992) I claimed to study precolonial states in South Central Aftica - however Vansina
(1993) in his otherwise complimentary review contests that there were states in the proper sense of the word. Since we

both refrained from properly defining ‘state’, the exchange may be considered to end in a draw.
82 ‘Understood in the most extensive sense myth means word, speech, narrative of divine events. Myth

forms the basis of a tradition.’ (tr. WvB)
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aiming merely at identifying elements of empirical reality open to further analytical scru-
tiny, it, like Geertz’s, amounts to a theory in a nutshell, in that it already postulates specific
relations between the various features of myth that the definition allows us to identify, and,
in so doing, imputes such generality, even universality, into these features and their specific
relations as could never be ascertained by a mere application of the definition in itself, but as
could only be established on the basis of subsequent, painstaking empirical research. More-
over, the definition narrows down the occurrence of myths to such times and to such hu-
man communities as have a well-defined and interculturally recognisable notion of the
sacred, of primordial time, of origins, of supernatural beings (so, by implication, cultures that
explicitly make the distinction between nature and the supernatural), of creation, of the
world. My extensive, specialist acquaintance with a handful of African societies, with the
Ancient Near East and Egypt, the Bronze-Age Mediterranean, my recent dabbling in con-
texts in Asia, Oceania and North America, and my voracious reading on numerous other
human contexts in space and time, tells me that these themes are very far from universal.
And Eliade’s definition imputes to all contexts where myths are found, the notion (a notion,
moreover, to be explicitly identifiable in the consciousness of the human actors native to
such contexts) that the world and humanity, not only of the past but also of today, is consti-
tuted by the events recounted in the myths. For Eliade’s definition not only points out that
the life world of the owners of a particular myth is (as could be argued from an analytical
distance, by a scholarly outsider) constituted by that myth and other myths - but also that
the myth owners themselves consciously believe that this is how their world is constituted.
We can easily grant all or most of these requirements when referring to the creation myths
of the Ancient Near East, such as Enuma Elish (the Babylonian creation myth; Pritchard
1969), or the creation stories of Genesis — products of a literate, state-based society with or-
ganised religion including a specialised priesthood defining, canonising, keeping, transmit-
ting and publicly representing these myths as major components of the specialised profess-
ional science. But these specific socio-political features, however typical of the Ancient Near
East, have only a very limited distribution throughout human history and across the conti-
nents. Most of these features, and many of the other specific stipulations of Eliade’s defini-
tion, would be absent in the African situations I have studied at close range for decades, for
instance among the Nkoya people of Western Zambia.

Let us see if the latter’s situation can help us formulate a myth definition that is less theo-
retically presumptuous, and that therefore might have wider applicability than just literate,
state-based societies with an organised priesthood.

A relative paucity of myths (by some conventional definition) as compared with other con-
tinents has often been claimed for Africa.® Like other parts of Africa that (albeit for little
more than half a century) happened to be colonised by the British (in the Zambian / North
Rhodesian case: from 1900-1964) and explored by predominantly British scholarship, also
the Nkoya people of Zambia have been understudied (apart from my own work) as far as
their myths, legends, folktales and other forms of oral literature is concerned.

Especially in regard of parts of Africa once colonised by the British, much work has been
done on the possibility (or, considering myths’ dependence on latter-day political processes,

8 Cf. Finnegan 1970; however, cf. Okpewho 1983. Also: Soyinka 1976; Appiah 1994; van Binsbergen 2006a,
2006b, 2010d, the latter three reprinted in the present volume as chs 5, 6 and 8.
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the impossibility) of extracting, from African myths, objective historical information, espe-
cially concerning processes of state formation.* After the enthusiasm for this approach in
the 1970s and 1980s, we are now gradually realising that much of this work, including some
of my own (1992), was based on the - less and less convincing - assumption (a version of
Whitehead’s - 1997 / 1925: 52, 58 notorious fallacy of misplaced concreteness) that myths
documented in Affrica in the 19th and 20th century encoded actual historical processes of
only a few centuries’s time depth, and could be thus decoded. In fact, it is now dawning
upon us that this mythical material is often millennia old and that it is usually impossible to
sort out how much of this ancient and entirely mythical contents has been projected onto
(by comparison, relatively recent) actual historical events. This line of argument has been
advanced by Wrigley (1988), whose argument may be summarised as follows:

‘The work of M. Schoffeleers on Mbona, presiding spirit of a famous rainshrine in southern

Malawi, is exploited in order to cast doubt on his reconstruction of 16th and 17th-century

political history. It is suggested that Mbona was the serpentine power immanent in the

Zambesi; that reports of his “martyrdom” at the hands of a secular ruler are versions of an

ancient myth of the Lightning and the Rainbow; that his journey to, and subsequent flight

from, Kaphiri-ntiwa, scene of the Maravi creation myth, is a variant of the visit made to the

sky by Kintu, the “First Man” of Ganda tradition. It is not very likely that such stories attest

the rise of a great military State c. 1600 and the ensuing suppression of religious institutions.’

(African Studies Centre, n.d.)

Mutatis mutandis, the same criticism could be levelled against my own work on the ethno-
history of the Nkoya people of Zambia, especially my Tears of Rain (1992).%> This research
(conducted in close association with what was once the Manchester School of Gluckman
and his associates, and with the Ranger School seeking to retrieve the history of African re-
ligion) did touch on myth and oral traditions, but the main foci of my research in that
connection have been ethnicity, kingship, and cults of affliction, against the background of
social organisation at the village and urban-ward level. Initially, I never sought a compre-
hensive account of myth and other forms of orature in late twentieth-century CE Nkoya
society. Nor was the way in which elements of myth circulated in everyday life and rituals,
conducive to such an endeavour: in nearly three decades of intensive association with the
Nkoya people through nearly annual spells of field-work, I hit on fragments of myth with
every step, but hardly any myths were ever formally recounted in full in my presence (and,
as | am reasonably sure, neither in the presence of born Nkoya people) except in the artifi-
cial situations of formal fieldwork interviews, usually staged with chief’s councils in session.
Instead, scraps of disconnected mythical elements were hinted at in songs, rumours, fireside
stories and informal conversations, often disguised as allegedly historical events occurring in
the lives of people still alive,8 within, or at the edge of, living memory. At first I fell into the

84 Cf. Atkinson 1975; Bourdillon 1972; MacGaffey 2003; Mason 1975; Miller 1980; Morton 1972; Nugent 1997; Ok-
pewho 1998; Olatunde Bayo Lawuyi 1990; Packard 1980; Pettersson 1953; Ranger & Kimambo 1972; Ranger 1988;
Reefe 1981; Schoffeleers 1992; Shepperson 1966; Vail 1979; van Binsbergen 1981a, 1985b, 1992, 1998¢/2006; Willis
1978, 1981; Wrigley 1988; Yoder 1980.

85 As 1 began to realise by the end of the 1990s (van Binsbergen 1998¢/2006); Vansina 1993 however seems in-
clined to accept my original, 1992 argument as to the historicity of these mythical traditions - although he dis-
agrees with of my use of the term state for the socio-political formations in precolonial Western Zambia.

86 Chapter 20 below is a nice case in point, where a nonagenarian village headman is locally supposed to have
witnessed the collapse of the Nkoya equivalent of the Tower of Babel, Genesis 1.
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trap of this historical illusion, producing my book Tears of Rain (1992) as a reconstruction of
the last few centuries of precolonial Nkoya history based on these mythical elements. It was
only in subsequent years, when reworking on this material comparatively (across Africa and
even intercontinentally, and after exposure to the daily company of specialist Assyriologists
and Bible Scholars at NIAS, 1994-1995) that I awoke to their truly mythical nature. It was
only then that I began to realise that what I (along with my interlocutors) had taken to be
oral history of the 17th-19th centuries CE, was is fact a recasting of millennia-old mythical
material, small parts of which could be retraced to Ancient Egypt, the Ancient Near East,
and Ancient South and South East Asia, and in the specific local Nkoya application probably
devoid of all objective historicity.

A very central myth among this people details the origin of kingship (Nkoya: Wene), which
the Nkoya consider one of their most central institutions, at a par with female puberty rites,
funerary rites, and courts of law. The following myth is known to a great many people and
enshrined in the oral-historical collection Likota Lya Bankoya which their first Christian
pastor, Rev. Shimunika, compiled in the middle of the 20th century:

‘WHERE THE KINGSHIP OF THE NKOYA CAME FROM: THE STORY OF THE
CAULDRON OF KINGSHIP

4 157 The kingship of the Nkoya is said to have started with the large Cauldron full of game meat. Many of

the Nkoya in the past said that Mwene [ = Lord ] Nyambi is a bird; and that Mwene Nyambi has a child, Rain
(Mvula), also a bird; and that two clans in this world are the relatives of Rain: the Nkwehe [ = Eagles] on the part
of the birds, and the Mbunze [ = Hawks] on the part of the people.g8

87 Deliberately, Shimunika sought to enhance the authority of his compilation of myths and oral traditions by
emulating, typographically, the only major text he knew: the Bible, divided in chapters (indicated by a large
uncial-like letter), and verses. In my editions (1998, 1992) I have retained this feature; for extensive discussion of
this interpenetration of orature and Biblical literacy, cf. van Binsbergen 1992.

88 In our present search for a definition, we cannot give this text the full analytical attention it deserves. In fact
at least three myths are involved here:

e one regulating the differential claims of local clans to the kingship;

e another one associating the kingship with Rain, the Demiurge (Mvula; among the Nkoya a popular
etymology connects this with kampulu, ‘Leopard’, the spotted animal whose speckles are like raindrops
- the popular etymology may or may not be tenable from a professional linguistic point of view);

e and finally one about the original cosmic characters to have been two specific birds of prey: the High
God (as male, or more likely, female, or even both; gender is not expressed in Bantu languages, and this
fact is - ¢f. van Binsbergen 1992 - a central aspect of my reading of Nkoya myths), and the latter’s
Demiurge / child.

The third mythical theme is particularly interesting because, like the symbolic complex centring on speckled-
ness which features centrally in my long-standing analysis of Leopard symbolism, it has a very wide distribution
throughout the Old World. In the somewhat narrower but still very extensive Nostratic realm (whose precise
composition is subject to disagreement, but which by many current conceptions ranges from Mauritania to the
Scandinavian North Cape and the Bering Strait, and then on to Greenland) very few names of animal species
can be claimed to have made part of the Proto-Nostratic lexicon; but the speckled hawk (Proto-Nostratic *hr, cf.

the Ancient Egyptian hawk or falcon deity E-";\- ::F' Hr, ‘Horus') and perhaps the eagle are among them (Bom-

hard 1984; Bomhard & Kerns 1994). In South Central Africa (where the Nkoya are located), the speckled hawk is
contrasted with the evenly black-and-white coloured fish eagle. Evoking the common symbolic juxtaposition of
speckledness versus homogeneous coat texture, this third Nkoya complex appears to derive from very old layers
of a common Old World symbolic complex, going back to the Upper Palaeolithic. So does the bird theme in
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2 Shikalamo sha Mundemba was therefore the one who prepared the large pot with game meat he had bagged;
he put the pot on the Fire and started cooking the meat. The meat had been cooking from the early morning
till midday, and when the pot of meat was still on the fire Mpungumushi89 sha Mundembea called all the peo-
ple. He said to them: “Whosoever can take the large pot of game meat off the fire will become Mwene [ king,
overlord ] of all the people in this area.” All clans in that area tried very hard to take the pot of meat off the fire. 3
Some went to cut poles long and strong enough to take the pot of meat off the fire, but they could not go near,
for the fire was very big and could burn them: it was very dangerous for them to go near. 4 All the clans:
Mbunze, Lavwe, Ntabi, Nkomba, Shungu and Nyembo, tried to the best of their ability but they failed to take
the pot of meat off the fire. Then the daughter of Shikalamo sha Mundemba fetched water in a watertight bas-
ket; with the aid of this basket she managed to go around the fire, pouring water and extinguishing the fire. 5
With great efforts she got near the pot of meat and using her pole she managed to take the pot off the fire. Then
she called her relatives and all the people, saying: “Let us eat.” After they had eaten one of her relatives shouted:
“Come so that you can lick the plates of the Sheta®® who have gone around the pot of meat which was on the
fire.” Then Shikalamo sha Mundemba told all the people: “You have all failed to take the pot of meat off the fire,
but my daughter Shilayi Mashiku has managed to do so. She has eaten the meat with her relatives. She is ‘the
bird”" that takes good care of its young ones’ and she is to be your Mwene. You who have licked the plates are
the junior Myene henceforth known as Nkonze”. The Sheta and the Nkonze are the same people, all Myene.”
7 When all the dlans heard this they said to the people of Shilayi: “You are from now to be called Sheta, for you
have gone around and around the pot of meat when it was on the fire.” To the others they said: “You are from
now to be called Nkonze for you have licked the plates of the Sheta.” At the end of the ceremony it rained so
heavily that the fire was extinguished. The people said: “Our Kingship comes from the Raindrop.” 93

#3.3. A VIABLE DEFINITION OF MYTH. On the basis of this one example, a useful defini-
tion of myth begins to articulate itself. Let us define, provisionally, myth as:

e anarrative
o thatis standardised
o thatis collectively owned and managed

o thatis considered by its owners to be of great and enduring significance

itself: a reconstruction of humankind’s oldest mythical repertoire brought out that, out of a corpus of about
twenty Narrative Complexes attested on African cosmogonic myths and on Old World mythology in general,
only three Narrative Complexes can be argued to have been part of the original Pre-Out-of-Africa package, from
before c. 60-80 ka BP, and one of these three is the theme of the Lightning Bird, whose egg is the world; our
below chapter on the Cosmic or World Egg can be profitably consulted for further aspects.

89 A name or title which is evidently not modern Nkoya, and in which the Luba words mpungu (‘buzzard’, ‘fish
eagle’) and mushi (‘village’) can be detected; their present-day Nkoya equivalents are chipungu and munzi. Luba
and Nkoya are closely related: after studying Luba at Ghendt University, Belgium, my wife Patricia could con-
verse in rudimentary Nkoya within a matter of weeks.

9° “The Dizzy Ones’, affected by the circling around the pot of meat.

9" Here the bird theme with which this passage began, comes back. It would look as if calling Rain was pre-
dominantly a female affair (even the gender of Mwene Nyambi and of Mvula is left sufficiently unspecific to
allow it to be interpreted as female), and one which evoked (through the bird theme) major representations of
the supernatural.

9% Lickers'.

93 While engaged in the final edioting of this book, it occurs to me that the narrative of the Cauldron of King-
ship might also be read as a remote echo of the cyclical transformation of elements, and the heroic (or rather,
royal) disruption of the cycle by ‘lifting the cauldron with meat off the Fire’. The disruption would then intro-
duce a lineal time progression, as an innovation upon the cyclical conception of time history inherent in an
archaic worldview. Although this is a new step for me, it is on trodden ground: a catalytic, advanced version of
the cosmology of cyclical element transformation has been explicitly argued by me to inform Nkoya clan no-
menclature (van Binsbergen 2012a).
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o that (whether or not these owners are consciously aware of this point) contains and brings
out such images of the world (a cosmology), of past and present society (history and soci-
ology) and of the human conditions (anthropology) as are eminently constitutive of the
life world in which that narrative circulates, or at least: circulated originally

e to this we may add that, if this constitutive aspect is consciously realised by the owners,
the narrative may be invoked aetiologically, to explain and justify present-day conditions

e and that therefore is a powerful device to create collectively underpinned meaning
and collectively recognised truth (regardless of whether such truth would be recog-
nised outside the community whose myth it is).

3.3. Discussion of the definition

This definition helps to bring out some of the contradictions we have to consider in the
study of myth.

I have avoided, in this definition, to introduce an element which many students of myth
have considered important: the distinction between gods (who are supposed to be paraded
in myth, constituting its distinctive feature) and heroes and ordinary mortals (who are sup-
posed to feature in epics, which are held to be different from myths). My reason is that such
a distinction between gods and mortals is predicated on the concept of transcendence,
which we take for granted in Late Modern Times and in the Western intellectual tradition
but which yet, as I have argued, only emerges in its true form under very specific logocen-
tric’ conditions of relatively limited distribution: writing, the state, priesthood, and science. I
submit that typical of mythical narratives is not, statically, the evocation of gods, but the
tension between two kinds of ontological conditions:

¢ one godlike and moral, and the other
¢ human/only-too-human (a Nietzsche book title),4

in such a way that the image of the world oscillates between occasional but unsystematic
transcendence and a more standard condition of immanence.”

The definition mixes emic elements (i.e. elements that are consciously recognised by the
owners of the myth themselves in their very own concepts and language), with etic elements
(that can only be formulated in the meta-perspective of scholarship and that tell us what a
myth does provided the owners do not realise that this is what it is doing: constituting a life
world, actively creating meaning and truth as if these were not self-evident and universal
givens). According to a widespread view in philosophy and the social sciences today, human
life worlds are not given but culturally constructed within narrow horizons of space and
time, and meaning and truth — when considered from the scholar’s meta-perspective - are

94 Cf. Nietzsche 1896, vol. II-III: Menschliches, Allzumenschliches.

93 In the background this argument on transcendence and immanence, and its application to myth, is inspired
by similar criticism which could be levelled against a related juxtaposition, that between sacred and profane,
which Durkheim (1912) made into the distinctive category of religion, and the cornerstone of his theory of relig-
ion as veneration of society through the intermediary of arbitrary symbols. Cf. van Binsbergen, 2018 and 202if,
with extensive discussion of the relevant literature.
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therefore far more contingent and relative than they would appear to be from the perspec-
tive of the local horizon constituted, precisely, by myth.%

The paradox which now opens up is that at the emic level myths may appear as universal and
cross-culturally recognisable statements on the human condition, while at the etic level myths
appear primarily as the kind of illusions that allow others, against all odds and against our better
judgement, to create and maintain a human society. Analytically, from the etic perspective,
myths are in the first place other people’s myths, and the task of scholarship in the field of myth
is to describe and compare mythical contents and develop a meta-perspective in the light of
which a more fundamental scientific truth may become detectable behind the particularistic
myths that inform specific, narrow horizons of time and space. Ever since Xenophanes and
Theagenes of Rhegium (both ¢. 500 BCE), and especially since Euhemerus (ca. 300 BCE), narra-
tives have (through a process of labelling) become transformed into myth under the estranging
gaze of the analytical scholarly outsider, for whom the myth does not contain truth, at least not
the truth the owner and narrator consciously recognise. Hence, the construction of a specialist
field of scholarship of myth risks to imply, in principle, an implicitly violent hierarchical re-
ordering of the world on the basis of a radical distinction between

o the collective owners/narrators of a myth, and
e the scholarly analyst of the myth.

Here the analyst claims a privileged position which, if adopted by owners/narrators of myth,
would destroy the latter’s position as well as the very myth itself. In recent decades, more

% #3.4. INTRODUCTING THE PROBLEM OF MYTHS'S INERTIA IN LONG-RANGE TIME. This is the standard view,
based on the (implicitly presentist) perspective of mainstream sociology and anthropology, in which

e all culture is axiomatically considered to be individually acquired through a social learning process (in-

stead of being innate, i.e. being deteremined by genetic, neurobiological or other biological factors)
o life worlds are recognised to be recent
e and, under the onslaught of cultural globalisation supported by new technologies of communication
and information, ephemeral.

Under such conditions it is often possible to trace the relatively recent origin of specific myths, e.g. the foundation
myths of world religions. ‘Relative’ is here taken against the time scale of the 200,000 years of the existence of Ana-
tomically Modern Humans. However, there is evidence suggesting that in this longer time scale, these axioms may
need to be reconsidered. The converging evidence from human cultural (near-) universals and from mythological
archaeology reconstructing the oldest myths of Anatomically Modern Humans, brings out a picture of such unusual
immutable cultural inertia of key myths and key cosmologies (a cultural inertia which otherwise we have mainly seen
in the case of lithic tool industries, remaining constant for tens of thousands of years; or in cupmarks, geometric pat-
terns, and the conceptualisation