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CLYDE KLUCKHOHN 

Myths and 
Rituals: 
A General 
Theory 

! 

Myth and Ritual 

The question of the relationship of myths and rituals is one that 
has concerned students of comparative religion for over a cen­
tury. Are rituals developed as enactments of myths? Or are 
myths developed to justify rituals? This latter point of view is 
vigorously held to by such scholars as Lord Raglan (The Hero, 
1936) and Stanley Edgar Hyman ("The Ritual View of Myth 
and the Mythic," 1955) but opposed by Bascom ("The Myth­
Ritual Theory," 1957) and others. 

In this illuminating paper Kluckhohn discusses the theoretical 
issues involved, and then shows that there is no necessary pri­
macy of myth over ritual, or vice versa. In some cases, myths 
were composed to justify rituals. But, in general, there is a ten­
dency for the two to be intricately interrelated and to have im­
portant functional connections with the social and psychological 
life of a particular people. Kluckhohn then tests these generalities 
by a review of the Navaho Indian case in which he shows in 
detail the interconnections between myth and ritual and the func­
tions of both in Navaho society. 

The identification of a "type anxiety" ( that of concern for 
health) and the function of the ceremonial system ( which in 
Navaho society is almost entirely composed of curing cere­
monies) in dealing with this anxiety at both the societal and in­
dividual level brings the discussion into sharp focus and shows 
clearly how myths and rituals can be systematically studied as 
cultural products. 

Reprinted by permission of the publishers from Clyde Kluckhohn, 
"Myths and Rituals : A General Theory," Harvard Theological Re­
view, XXXV (January, 1942), 45-79. Cambridge, Mass. : Harvard 
University Press, 1942. The author kindly undertook some minor re­
working of the text and deleted most of the footnotes. 

Nineteenth-century students strongly tended 
to study mythology apart from associated 
rituals ( and indeed apart from the life of the 
people generally) . Myths were held to be 
symbolic descriptions of phenomena of na­
ture. One prominent school, in fact, tried to 
find an astral basis for all mythic tales. 
Others, among whom Andrew Lang was 
prominent, saw in the myth a kind of primi­
tive scientific theory. Mythology answered 
the insistent human HOW? and WHY? How 
and why was the world made? How and 
why were living creatures brought into be­
ing? Why, if there was life, must there be 
death? To early psychoanalysts such as 
Abraham and Rank myths were "group fan­
tasies," wish fulfillments for a society strictly 
analogous to the dream and daydream of 
individuals. Mythology for these psychoana-

lysts was also a symbolic structure par excel­
lence, but the symbolism which required in­
terpretation was primarily a sex symbolism 
which was postulated as universal and all­
pervasive. Reik recognized a connection be­
tween rite and myth, and he, with Freud, 
verbally agreed to Robertson Smith's propo­
sition that mythology was mainly a descrip­
tion of ritual. To the psychoanalysts, how­
ever, mythology was essentially (so far as 
what they did with it is concerned) societal 
phantasy material which reflected impulse 
repression. (Many psychoanalysts today 
consider myths simply "a form of collective 
daydreaming." I have heard a prominent 
psychoanalyst say "Creation myths are for 
culture what early memories ( true or ficti­
tious) are to the individual.") There was no 
attempt to discover the practical function of 
mythology in the daily behaviors of the 
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familiar. Their very familiarity increases 
their efficacy, for, in a certain broad and 
loose sense, the function of both myths and 
rituals is "the discharge of the emotion of 
individuals in socially accepted channels." 
And Hocart acutely observes: "Emotion is 
assisted by the repetition of words that have 
acquired a strong emotional coloring, and 
this coloring again is intensified by repeti­
tion." Myths are expective, repetitive 
dramatizations-their role is similar to that 
of books in cultures which have few books. 
They have the ( to us) scarcely understand­
able meaningfulness which the tragedies had 
for the Greek populace. As Matthew Arnold 
said of these, "their significance appeared 
inexhaustible." 

IV 

The inadequacy of any simplistic state­
ment of the relationship between myth and 
ritual has been established. It has likewise 
been maintained that the most adequate gen­
eralization will not be cast in terms of the 
primacy of one or the other of these cultural 
forms but rather in terms of the general ten­
dency for the two to be interdependent. This 
generalization has been arrived at through 
induction from abstractions at the cultural 
level. That is, as we have sampled the evi­
dence from various cultures we have found 
cases where myths have justified rituals and 
have appeared to be "after the fact" of rit­
ual; we have also seen cases where new 
myths have given rise to new rituals. In 
other words, the primary conclusion which 
may be drawn from the data is that myths 
and rituals tend to be very intimately associ­
ated and to influence each other. What is the 
explanation of the observed connection? 

The explanation is to be found in the cir­
cumstance that myth and ritual satisfy a 
group of identical or closely related needs of 
individuals. Thus far we have alluded only 
occasionally and of ten obliquely to myths 
and rituals as cultural forms defining in­
dividual behaviors which are adaptive or ad­
justive responses. We have seen how myths 
and rituals are adaptive from the point of 
view of the society in that they promote so­
cial solidarity, enhance the integration of the 
society by providing a formalized statement 

summer would be unfitting because it would inter­
fere with work activities? 

of its ultimate value-attitudes, and afford a 
means for the transmission of much of the 
culture with little loss of content-thus pro­
tecting cultural continuity and stabilizing the 
society. But how are myth and ritual re­
warding enough in the daily lives of in­
dividuals so that individuals are instigated 
to preserve them, so that myth and ritual 
continue to prevail at the expense of more 
rational responses ? 

A systematic examination of this question, 
mainly again in terms of Navaho material, 
will help us to understand the prevailing in­
terdependence of myth and ritual which has 
been documented. This sketch of a general 
theory of myth and ritual as providing a cul­
tural storehouse of adjustive responses for 
individuals is to be regarded as tentative 
from the writer's point of view. I do not 
claim that the theory is proven-even in the 
context of Navaho culture. I do suggest that 
it provides a series of working hypotheses 
which can be tested by specifically pointed 
field procedures. 

We can profitably begin by recurring to 
the function of myth as fulfilling the ex­
pectancy of the familiar. Both myth and rit­
ual here provide cultural solutions to prob­
lems which all human beings face. Burke has 
remarked, "Human beings build their cul­
tures, nervously loquacious, upon the edge of 
an abyss." In the face of want and death and 
destruction all humans have a fundamental 
insecurity. To some extent, all culture is a 
gigantic effort to mask this, to give the fu­
ture the simulacrum of safety by making ac­
tivity repetitive, expective-"to make the 
future predictable by making it conform to 
the past." From one angle our own scientific 
mythology is clearly related to that motiva­
tion, as is the obsessive, the compulsive ten­
dency which lurks in all organized thought. 

When questioned as to why a particular 
ceremonial activity is carried out in a par­
ticular way, Navaho singers will most often 
say "because the diYin dine-the Holy 
People-did it that way in the first place." 
The itltima ratio of nonliterates strongly 
tends to be "that is what our fathers said it 
was." An Eskimo said to Rasmussen: "We 
Eskimos do not concern ourselves with solv­
ing all riddles. We repeat the old stories in 
the way they were told to us and with the 
words we ourselves remember." The Eskimo 
saying "we keep the old rules in order that 
we may live untroubled" is well known. The 
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Navaho and Eskimo thus implicitly recog­
nize a principle which has been expressed by 
Harvey Fergusson as follows : 

... man dreads both spontaneity and change, 
he is a worshiper of habit in all its forms. 

c~~ventions and institutions are merely organ­
ized and more or less sanctified habits. These 
are the real gods of human society, which tran­
scend and outlive all other gods. All of them 
originate as group expedients which have some 
social value at some time, but they remain the 
objects of a passionate adoration long after they 
have outlived their usefulness. Men fight and 
die for them. They have their high priests, their 
martyrs, and their rituals. They are the work­
ing gods, whatever the ostensible ones may be 
[Modern M an1 p. 29]. 

These principles apply as well to stand­
ardized overt acts as to standardized forms 
of words. Thus Pareto considered the preva­
lence of ritual in all human cultures as per­
haps the outstanding empirical justification 
for his thesis of the importance of nonlog­
ical action. Merton writes: 

. . . activities originally conceived as instru­
mental are transmuted into ends in themselves. 
The original purposes are forgotten and ritual­
istic adherence to institutionally prescribed 
conduct becomes virtually obsessive. . . . Such 
ritualism may be associated with a mythology 
which rationalizes these actions so that they ap­
pear to retain their status as means, but the 
dominant pressure is in the direction of strict 
ritualistic conformity, irrespective of such 
rationalizations. In this sense ritual has pro­
ceeded farthest when such rationalizations are 
not even called forth ["Social Structure and 
Anomie," p. 673]. 

Goldstein, a neurologist, recognizes a neu­
rological basis for the persistence of such 
habit systems : "The organism tends to func­
tion in the accustomed manner, as long as an 
at least moderately effective performance can 
be achieved in this way." 

Nevertheless, certain objections to the po­
sition as thus far developed must be an­
ticipated and met. It must be allowed at once 
that the proposition "man dreads both spon­
taneity and change" must be qualified. More 
precisely put, we may say "most men, most 
of the time, dread both spontaneity and 
change in most of their activities." This 
formulation allows for the observed fact that 
most of us occasionally get irked with the 
routines of our lives or that there are certain 
sectors of our behavior where we fairly con-

sistently show spontaneity. But a careful ex­
amination of the totality of behavior of any 
individual who is not confined in an institu­
tion or who has not withdrawn almost com­
pletely from participation in the society will 
show that the larger proportion of the be­
havior of even the greatest iconoclasts is 
habitual. This must be so, for by very defini­
tion a socialized organism is an organism 
which behaves mainly in a predictable man­
ner. Even in a culture like contemporary 
American culture, which has made an insti­
tutionalized value of change (both for the 
individual and for society), conformity is at 
the same time a great virtue. To some ex­
tent, this is phrased as conformity with the 
latest fashion, but Americans remain, by 
and large, even greater conformists than 
most Europeans. 

Existence in an organized society would 
be unthinkable unless most people, most of 
the time, behaved in an expectable tnanner. 
Rituals constitute "tender spots" for all hu­
man beings, people can count upon the repet­
itive nature of the phenomena. For ex­
ample, in Zuni society ( where rituals are 
highly calendrical) a man whose wife has 
left him or whose crops have been ruined by 
a torrential downpour can yet look forward 
to the Shalako ceremonial as something 
which is fixed and immutable. Similarly, the 
personal sorrow of the devout Christian is in 
some measure mitigated by anticipation of 
the great feasts of Christmas and Easter. 
Perhaps the even turn of the week with its 
Sunday services and mid-week prayer meet­
ings gave a dependable regularity which the 
Christian clung to even more in disaster and 
sorrow. For some individuals daily prayer 
and the confessional gave the needed sense of 
security. Myths, likewise, give men "some­
thing to hold to." The Christian can better 
face the seemingly capricious reverses of his 
plans when he hears the joyous words "lift 
up your hearts." Rituals and myths supply, 
then, fixed points in a world of bewildering 
change and disappointment. 

If almost all behavior has something of 
the habitual about it, how is it that myths 
and rituals tend to represent the maximum 
of fixity? Because they deal with those sec­
tors of experience which do not seem amen­
able to rational control and hence where 
human beings can least tolerate insecurity. 
That very insistence upon the minutiae of 
ritual performance, upon preserving the 
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myth to the very letter, which is character­
istic of religious behavior must be regarded 
as a "reaction formation" ( in the Freudian 
sense) which compensates for the actual in­
transigence of those events which religion 
tries to control. 

To anticipate another objection: do these 
"sanctified habit systems" show such ex­
traordinary persistence simply because they 
are repeated so often and so scrupulously ? 
Do myths and rituals constitute repetitive 
behavior par excellence not merely as reac­
tion formations but because the habits are 
practiced so insistently? Perhaps myths and 
rituals perdure in accord with Allport's 
"principle of functional autonomy" -as in­
terpreted by some writers? No, perform­
ances must be rewarded in the day-to-day 
lives of participating individuals. Sheer repe­
tition in and of itself has never assured the 
persistence of any habit. If this were not so, 
no myths and rituals would ever have be­
come extinct except when a whole society 
died out. It is necessary for us to recognize 
the somewhat special conditions of drive and 
of reward which apply to myths and rituals. 

It is easy to understand why organisms 
eat. It is easy to understand why a defense­
less man will run to escape a charging tiger. 
The physiological bases of the activities rep­
resented by myths and rituals are less ob­
vious. A recent statement by a stimulus­
response psychologist gives us the clue : 
"The position here taken is that human be­
ings ( and also other living organisms to 
varying degrees) can be motivated either by 
organic pressures (needs) that are currently 
felt or by the mere anticipation of such pres­
sures, and that those habits tend to be ac­
quired and perpetuated (reinforced) which 
effect a reduction in either of these two types 
of motivation." That is, myths and rituals 
are reinforced because they reduce the an­
ticipation of disaster. No living person has 
died-but he has seen others die. The ter­
rible things which we have seen happen to 
others may not yet have plagued us, but our 
experience teaches us that these are at least 
potential threats to our own health or hap­
piness. 

If a Navaho gets a bad case of snow 
blindness and recovers after being sung over, 
his disposition to go to a singer in the event 
of a recurrence will be strongly reinforced. 
And, by the principle of generalization, he is 
likely to go even if the ailment is quite dif-

ferent. Likewise, the reinforcement will be 
reciprocal-the singer's confidence in his 
powers will also be reinforced. Finally there 
will be some reinforcement for specta­
tors and for all who hear of the recovery. 
That the ritual treatment rather than more 
rational preventatives or cures tends to be 
followed on future occasions can be under­
stood in terms of the principle of the 
gradient of reinforcement. Delayed rewards 
are less effective than immediate rewards. In 
terms of the conceptual picture of experience 
with which the surrogates of his culture have 
furnished him, the patient expects to be 
relieved. Therefore, the very onset of the 
chant produces some lessening of emotional 
tension-in technical terms, some reduction 
of anxiety. If the Navaho is treated by a 
white physician, the "cure" is more gradual 
and is dependent upon the purely physico­
chemical effects of the treatment. If the 
native wears snow goggles or practices some 
other form of prevention recommended by a 
white, the connection between the behavior 
and the reward ( no soreness of the eyes) is 
so diffuse and so separated in time that rein­
forcement is relatively weak. Even in those 
cases where no improvement ( other than 
"psychological") is effected, the realization 
or at any rate the final acceptance that no 
help was obtained comes so much later than 
the immediate sense of benefit that the ex­
tinction effects are relatively slight. 

Navaho myths and rituals provide a cul­
tural storehouse of adjustive7 responses for 
individuals. Nor are these limited to the 
more obvious functions of providing individ­
uals with the possibility of enhancing per­
sonal prestige through display of memory, 
histrionic ability, etc. Of the ten "mecha­
nisms of defense" which Anna Freud sug­
gests that the ego has available, their myths 
and rituals afford the Navaho with institu-

7 It is not possible to say "adaptive" here because 
there are not infrequent occasions on which cere­
monial treatment aggravates the condition or · ac­
tually brings about death ( which would probably 
not have supervened under a more rational treat­
ment or even if the patient had simply been al­
lowed to rest) . From the point of view of the so­
ciety, however, the rituals are with little doubt 
adaptive. Careful samples in two areas and more 
impressionistic data from the Navaho country gen­
erally indicate that the frequency of ceremonials 
has very materially increased concomitantly with 
the increase of white pressure in recent years. It is 
tempting to regard this as an adaptive response 
similar to that of the Ghost Dance and Peyote Cult 
on the part of other American Indian tribes. 
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tionalized means of employing at least four. 
Reaction formation has already been dis­
cussed. Myths supply abundant materials for 
introjection and likewise (in the form of 
witchcraft myths) suggest an easy and cul­
turally acceptable method of projection of 
hostile impulses. Finally, rituals provide 
ways of sublimation of aggression and other 
socially disapproved tendencies, in part, sim­
ply through giving people something to do. 

All of these "mechanisms of ego defense" 
will come into context only if we answer the 
question, "adjustive with respect to what?" 
The existence of motivation, of "anxiety," in 
Navaho individuals must be accounted for 
by a number of different factors. In the first 
place-as in every society-there are those 
components of "anxiety," those "threats" 
which may be understood in terms of the 
"reality principle" of psychoanalysis : life is 
hard-an unseasonable temperature, a va­
gary of the rainfall does bring hunger or ac­
tual starvation; people are organically ill. In 
the second place, there are various forms of 
"neurotic" anxiety. In our own society it is 
probably sexual, although this may be true 
only of those segments of our society who 
are able to purchase economic and physical 
security. In most Plains Indians sexual anx­
iety, so far as we can tell from the available 
documents, was insignificant. There the 
basic anxiety was for life itself and for a 
certain quality of that life ( which I cannot 
attempt to characterize in a few words) . 

Among the Navaho the "type anxiety" is 
certainly that for health. Almost all Navaho 
ceremonials ( essentially every ceremonial 
still carried out today) are curing cere­
monials. And this apparently has a realistic 
basis. A prominent officer of the Indian 
Medical Service stated that it was his im­
pression that morbidity among the Navaho 
is about three times that found in average 
white communities. In a period of four 
months' field work among the Navaho, Drs. 
A. and D. Leighton found in their running 
field notes a total of 707 .Navaho references 
to "threats" which they classified under six 
headings. Of these, sixty per cent referred to 
bodily welfare, and are broken down by the 
Leightons as follows : 

Disease is responsible for sixty-seven per 
cent, accidents for seventeen per cent, and the 
rest are attributed to wars and fights. Of the 
diseases described, eighty-one per cent were 
evidently organic, like smallpox, broken legs, 

colds, and sore throats; sixteen per cent left us 
in doubt as to whether they were organic or 
functional ; and three per cent were apparently 
functional, with symptoms suggesting depres­
sion, hysteria, etc. Of all the diseases, forty per 
cent were incapacitating, forty-three per cent 
were not, and seventeen per cent were not suffi­
ciently specified in our notes to judge. From 
these figures it can easily be seen that lack of 
health is a very important concern of these 
Navahos, and that almost half of the instances 
of disease that they mentioned interfered with 
life activities ["Some Types of Uneasiness," p. 
203]. 

While I am inclined to believe that the char­
acter of this sample was somewhat influ­
enced by the fact that the Leightons were 
white physicians-to whom organic illnesses, 
primarily, would be reported-there is no 
doubt that these data confirm the reality of 
the health "threat." In terms of clothing and 
shelter which are inadequate ( from our 
point of view at least), of hygiene and diet 
which similarly fail to conform to our health 
standards, it is not altogether surprising that 
the Navaho need to be preoccupied with 
their health. It is unequivocally true in my 
experience that a greater proportion of my 
Navaho friends are found ill when I call 
upon them than of my white friends. 

The Navaho and Pueblo Indians live in 
essentially the same physical environment. 
Pueblo rituals are concerned predominantly 
with rain and with fertility. This contrast to 
the Navaho preoccupation with disease can­
not ( in the absence of fuller supporting 
facts) be laid to a lesser frequency of illness 
among the Pueblos, for it seems well docu­
mented that the Pueblos, living in congested 
towns, have been far more ravaged by en­
demic diseases than the Navaho. The expla­
nation is probably to .be sought in terms of 
the differing historical experience of the two 
peoples and in terms of the contrasting eco­
nomic and social organizations. If one is liv­
ing in relative isolation and if one is largely 
dependent ( as were the Navaho at no ter­
ribly distant date) upon one's ability to 
move about hunting and collecting, ill-health 
presents a danger much more crucial than to 
the Indian who lives in a town which has a 
reserve supply of corn and a more special­
ized social organization. 

That Navaho myths and rituals are fo­
cused upon health and upon curing has, 
then, a firm basis in the reality of the ex­
ternal world. But there is also a great deal 
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of uneasiness arising from interpersonal re­
lationships, and this undoubtedly influences 
the way the Navaho react to their illnesses. 
Then, too, one type of anxiousness always 
tends to modify others. Indeed, in view of 
what the psychoanalysts have taught us 
about "accidents" and of what we are learn­
ing from psychosomatic medicine about the 
psychogenic origin of many "organic" dis­
eases we cannot regard the sources of dis­
ease among the Navaho as a closed question. 
Some disorders ( especially perhaps those 
associated with acute anxieties) may be ex­
amples of what Caner has called "supersti­
tious self-protection." 

Where people live under constant threat 
from the physical environment, where small 
groups are geographically isolated and 
"emotional inbreeding" within the extended 
family group is at a maximum, interpersonal 
tensions and hostilities are inevitably in­
tense. The prevalence of ill-health which 
throws additional burdens on the well and 
strong is in itself an additional socially dis­
ruptive force. 8 But if the overt expression of 
aggressive impulses proceeds very far the 
whole system of "economic" co-operation 
breaks down and then sheer physical sur­
vival is more than precarious. Here myths 
and rituals constitute a series of highly 
adaptive responses from the point of view of 
the society. Recital of or reference to the 
myths reaffirms the solidarity of the Navaho 
sentiment system. In the words of a Navaho 
informant: "Knowing a good story will 
protect your home and children and prop­
erty. A myth is just like a big stone founda­
tion-it lasts a long time." Performance of 
rituals likewise heightens awareness of the 
common system of sentiments. The cere­
monials also bring individuals together in a 

B Dr. A. Leighton has pointed out to me that 
these disruptive tendencies are reinforced by one of 
the techniques for survival which those N avahos 
who have intimate and competitive relations with 
whites have developed. He writes: "A group 
threatened by a stronger group can swing to one of 
two poles. (a) They can coalesce and form a 
highly efficient, highly integrated unit that can act 
with swiftness, power, and precision, and in which 
all individuals stand or fall together. (b) They can 
disperse like a covey of quail so as never to present 
a united target to the foe. This is the Navaho 
method of dealing with whites. It is every man for 
himself, and though individuals may fall, enough 
escape to survive. You don't rush to help your 
tribesman when trouble comes, you stay out of it, 
you 'let it go.' Such an attitude, however, does 
lead to mutual mistrust." 

situation where quarreling is forbidden. 
Preparation for and carrying out of a chant 
demands intricately ramified co-operation, 
economic and otherwise, and doubtless thus 
reinforces the sense of mutual dependency. 

Myths and rituals equally facilitate the 
adjustment of the individual to his society. 
Primarily, perhaps, they provide a means of 
sublimation of his antisocial tendencies. It is 
surely not without meaning that essentially 
all known chant myths take the family and 
some trouble within it as a point of de­
parture. Let us look at Reichard's generali­
zation of the chant myth : 

A number of chant legends are now available 
and all show approximately the sanie construc­
tion. People are having a hard time to secure 
subsistence or have some grievance. A boy of 
the family is forbidden to go somewhere or to 
do some particular thing. He does not observe 
the warnings and does that which was forbid­
den, whereupon he embarks upon a series of 
adventures which keep him away from home so 
long that his family despairs of his return . ... 
After the dramatic episodes, the hero returns to 
his home bringing with him the ritualistic lore 
which he teaches to his brother. He has been 
away so long and has become so accustomed to 
association with deity that his own people seem, 
impiwe to him. He corrects that fault by teach­
ing them the means of purification .... He has 
his brother conduct the ritual over his sister 
. . . he vanishes into the air [Navaho Medicine 
Man1 p. 76]. 

While as a total explanation the following 
would be oversimple, it seems fair to say 
that the gist of this may be interpreted as 
follows : the chant myth supplies a catharsis 
for the traumata incident upon the socializa­
tion of the Navaho child. That brother and 
sister are the principal draniatis personae 
fits neatly with the central conflicts of the 
Navaho socialization process. This is a sub­
ject which I hope to treat in detail in a later 
paper. 

Overt quarrels between family members 
are by no means infrequent, and, especially 
when drinking has been going on, physical 
blows are often exchanged. Abundant data 
indicate that N avahos have a sense of shame 
which is fairly persistent and that this is 
closely connected with the socially disap­
proved hostile impulses which they have ex­
perienced toward relatives. It is also clear 
that their mistrust of others ( including those 
in their own extended family group) is in 
part based upon a fear of retaliation ( and 
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this fear of retaliation is soundly based upon 
experience in actual life as well as, possibly, 
upon "unconscious guilt"). Certain passages 
in the myths indicate that the Navaho have 
a somewhat conscious realization that the 
ceremonials act as a cure, not only for phys­
ical illness, but also for antisocial tendencies. 
The following extract from the myth of the 
Mountain Top Way Chant will serve as an 
example : "The ceremony cured Dsiliyi Ney­
ani of all his strange feelings and notions. 
The lodge of his people no longer smelled 
unpleasant to him." 

Thus "the working gods" of the Navaho 
are their sanctified repetitive ways of be­
havior. If these are offended by violation of 
the culture's system of scruples, the cere­
monials exist as institutionalized means of 
restoring the individual to full rapport with 
the universe: nature and his own society. 
Indeed "restore" is the best English trans­
lation of the Navaho word which the Nav­
aho constantly use to express what the 
ceremonial does for the "patient." The as­
sociated myths reinforce the patient's belief 
that the ceremonial will both truly cure him 
of his illness and also "change" him so that 
he will be a better man in his relations with 
his family and his neighbors. An English­
speaking Navaho who had just returned 
from jail where he had been put for beating 
his wife and molesting his stepdaughter said 
to me : "I am sure going to behave from now 
on. I am going to be changed-just like 
somebody who has been sung over." 

Since a certain minimum of social effi­
ciency is by derivation a biological necessity 
for the Navaho, not all of the hostility and 
uneasiness engendered by the rigors of the 
physical environment, geographical isola­
tion, and the burdens imposed by illness is 
expressed or even gets into consciousness. 
There is a great deal of repression and this 
leads, on the one hand, to projection phe­
nomena ( especially in the form of fantasies 
that others are practicing witchcraft against 
one) and, on the other hand, the strong feel­
ings of shame at the conscious level are 
matched by powerful feelings of guilt at the 
unconscious level. Because a person feels 
guilty by reason of his unconscious hostilities 
toward members of his family ( and friends 
and neighbors generally), some individuals 
develop chronic anxieties. Such persons feel 
continually uncomfortable. They say they 
"feel sick all over" without specifying or-

ganic ailments other than very vaguely. 
They feel so "ill" that they must have cere­
monials to cure them. The diagnostician and 
other practitioners, taking myths as their 
authority, will refer the cause of the illness 
to the patient's having seen animals struck 
by lightning, to a past failure to observe rit­
ual requirements, or to some similar viola­
tion of a cultural scruple. But isn't this per­
haps basically a substitution of symbols 
acceptable to consciousness, a displacement of 
guilt feelings ? 

It is my observation that N avahos other 
than those who exhibit chronic or acute anx­
ieties tend characteristically to show a high 
level of anxiety. It would be a mistake, how­
ever, to attribute all of this anxiety to intra­
familial tensions, although it is my impres­
sion that this is the outstanding pressure. 
Secondary drives resultant upon culture 
change and upon white pressure are also of 
undoubted importance. And it is likewise 
true, as Mr. Homans has pointed out, . that 
the existence of these ritual injunctions and 
prohibitions ( and of the concomitant myths 
and other beliefs) gives rise to still another 
variety of anxiety. In other words, the con­
ceptual picture of the world which Navaho 
culture sets forth makes for a high threshold 
of anxiety in that it defines all manner of 
situations as fraught with peril, and individ­
uals are instigated to anticipate danger on 
every hand. 

But the culture, of course, prescribes not 
only the supernatural dangers but also the 
supernatural means of meeting these dan­
gers or of alleviating their effects. Myths 
and rituals jointly provide systematic pro­
tection against supernatural dangers, the 
threats of ill-health and of the physical en­
vironment, antisocial tensions, and the pres­
sures of a more powerful society. In the 
absence of a codified law and of an authori­
tarian "chief" or other father substitute, it is 
only through the myth-ritual system that 
N avahos can make a socially supported, 
unified response to all of these disintegrating 
threats. The all-pervasive configurations of 
word symbols (myths) and of act symbols 
(rituals) preserve the cohesion of the society 
and sustain the individual, protecting him 
from intolerable conflict. As Hoagland has 
remarked: 

Religion appears to me to be a culmination of 
this basic tendency of organisms to react in a 
configurational way to situations. We must re-
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solve conflicts and disturbing puzzles by closing 
some sort of a configuration, and the religious 
urge appears to be a primitive tendency, pos­
sessing biological survival value, to unify our 
environment so that we can cope with it. 

v 
The Navaho are only one case. The spe­

cific adaptive and adjustive responses per­
formed by myth and ritual will be differently 
phrased in different societies according to 
the historical experience of these societies 
( including the specific opportunities they 
have had for borrowing from other cul­
tures), in accord with prevalent configura­
tions of other aspects of the culture, and 
with reference to pressures exerted by other 
societies and by the physical and biological 
environment. But the general nature of the 
adaptive and adjustive responses performed 
by myth and ritual appears very much the 
same in all human groups. Hence, although 
the relative importance of myth and of ritual 
does vary greatly, the two tend universally 
to be associated. 

For myth and ritual have a common psy­
chological basis. Ritual is an obsessive repet­
itive activity-often· a symbolic dramatiza­
tion of the fundamental "needs" of the so­
ciety, whether "economic," "biological," 
"social," or "sexual." Mythology is the ra­
tionalization of these same needs, whether 
they are all expressed in overt ceremonial or 
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not. Someone has said "every culture has a 
type conflict and a type solution." Cere­
monials tend to portray a symbolic resolve­
ment of the conflicts which external environ­
ment, historical experience, and selective 
distribution of personality types have caused 
to be characteristic in the society. Because 
different conflict situations characterize dif­
ferent societies, the "needs" which are typical 
in one society may be the "needs" of only 
deviant individuals in another society. And 
the institutionalized gratifications ( of which 
rituals and myths are prominent examples) 
of culturally recognized needs vary greatly 
from society to society. "Culturally recog­
nized needs" is, of course, an analytical ab­
straction. Concretely, "needs" arise and ex­
ist only in specific individuals. This we must 
never forget, but it is equally important that 
myths and rituals, though surviving as func­
tioning aspects of a coherent culture only so 
long as they meet the "needs" of a number 
of concrete individuals, are, in one sense, 
"supra-individual." They are usually com­
posite creations; they normally embody the 
accretions of many generations, the modifi­
cations ( through borrowing from other cul­
tures or by intra-cultural changes) which 
the varying needs of the group as a whole 
and of innovating individuals in the group 
have imposed. In short, both myths and rit­
uals are cultural products, part of the social 
heredity of a society. 

The Dreaming The Australian concept of the Dreaming, a kind of epoch in 
which the mythical ancestors of the aborigines lived but which is 
not thought of as a time that is past in the ordinary sense of the 
word, has long fascinated anthropologists and psychologists. The 
myths of the dream time are the basis for the elaborate ritual of 
the Australians, seen particularly in the increase and initiation 
ceremonies. The highly sacred churingas of the aborigines are 
symbols of the heroes of the eternal dream time, as it has been 
called, and serve to transfer life and power from them to men. 
The myths of this state or time are connected at least psychically 
with dream-life, sharing many of its characteristics, and this has 
led such psychoanalysts as R6heim to interpret the Dreaming as 
representing a phase of totemism preceding the contrition that 

Reprinted from W. E. H. Stanner, "The Dreaming," in T. A. G. 
Hungerford (ed.), Australian Signpost (Melbourne: F. W. Cheshire, 
1956), pp. 51-65, by permission of the author and F. W. Cheshire 
Pty.1 Ltd. 




