1. MYTH V. PARABLE

The story of Er in Plato’s Republic and the story of the origin of love in Plato’s

Symposium are both called “myths.” Based on the definitions of myth that we

have developed this quarter, write an essay discussing whether or not the term

“myth” is appropriate for these stories. You should integrate definitions of myth

that you have been exposed to in this class and you should use examples of non-

Platonic myths to show how these Platonic “myths” are or are not different from

traditional tales.

What is myth?

Do Plato’s stories count?

If so, how are they similar to traditional myths?

If not, how are they different?

Plato’s Republic: Story of Er

· Concludes the Republic
· Shows an afterlife very different than that of traditional Greek myth

· souls are punished/rewarded in accordance with their deeds on earth

· the traditional concept of Hades has punishment/rewards, too

· however, for Plato, these are two separate realms, kind of like heaven and hell

· Plato’s afterlife is not an END, merely a point in a CYCLE

· souls are allowed to choose their next life

· gods have no say in this choice
· knowing full well what virtues/vices that life has in store
· there is a system of “lots” to determine who goes first
· still, Plato emphasizes that as long as one chooses rationally, their lot does not really matter

Plato’s Symposium: Aristophanes’ origin of Love

· Says there are originally 3 sexes: man, woman, androgynous
· Humans were really powerful, mighty creatures, with 8 limbs
· Humans made an attempt on Olympos to attack the Gods
· Punished for their hubris by being split in half
· man split in half = gay
· woman split in half = lesbian
· androgynous split in half = straight
· Defines Love as the force that compels these two halves to become “one” again
· Aristophanes says that through piety and respect of the gods, Zeus may one day reunite the sexes permanently, bring ultimate happiness

Does the term “myth” apply?

· These stories provide an etiology. These stories attempt to explain the world’s tensions and the conundrums of human nature where ordinary reason and language falls short. So in this sense the tales are mythological.
· However, they bear contrast to traditional Greek mythological tales in their treatment of free will and determinism.
· Ultimately, Plato’s stories are not myths, but parables, whose aim is to illustrate a religious or moral lesson.
· Plato places the ultimate destiny of a given human in his own hands—man’s happiness is a function of his own virtue and piety
· Greek myths usually ascribe to their human characters an inalterable fate which they had no hand in choosing, they almost always suffer “unduly,” and these stories rarely have a clear moral example that we’re supposed to learn from.
In which mythological tales does Fate play an important role?

Virgil’s Aeneid
· Main character = Aeneas
· Responsible for restoring the glory of Troy
· In Book 1, Zeus lays out the entire plot of the epic, stating Aeneas’ fate as clear, fixed and inalterable
· All the while he is ravaged by the minions of Juno, she tries to throw the Trojans off at every turn
· Aeneas is the object of Juno (Hera’s) wraith
· Has “earned” his hardships for a number of reasons, none of which are his own doing:
· Juno despises the Trojan race because she was scorned in the Judgement of Paris
· Juno despises the Trojan race because their descendants are fated to destroy her beloved Carthage.
· In the case of Dido

· Aeneas does not act in the best interest of morality (though it would be no great foul by ancient standards) 
· Unlike Plato’s stories, the story contains no clearly extractable moral. Aeneas has not done anything to earn his hardships, we have no “mistake” to learn from.
Oedipus

· (lay out myth of Oedipus)
· One would also be hard pressed to find any fault in Oedipus’ past that could possibly the warrant the fate that befalls him.
· One could say: the moral is don’t kill strangers!

· But in either account of the story, Oedipus was struck first
· Still further, his fate is divulged by prophets no less than once before he murders his father—he has no choice in the matter.
In conclusion: Though they contain aspects of “myth,” Plato’s stories are ultimately parabolical. Myths and parables have totally different agendas and are, in a sense, almost separate languages in their purpose.

“Neither tragedians nor Greeks as a whole drew up divine and social charters through the language of myth.” (Dowden)

2. HEROES
We have talked about what it means to be a hero in this course. Using the stories

of several heroes that you have studied, discuss elements of their lives that make

these characters heroic. How are heroes different from humans and gods?

Ultimately, using a fair amount of sources to defend your argument, you want to

try to come close to defining what it means to be a hero for the ancient Greeks

and you want to consider the manner in which heroes are manipulated to fulfill

the needs of human beings.

What makes a hero?

· Almost always mixture of mortal and immortal blood
· Zeus is father to Heracles and Perseus
· Poseidon is the half-father of Theseus
· Physically powerful, strong, good fighter
· Does labors
· Appollodorus, Heracles

· Is a vanquisher of the uncivilized
· Tamer of wild
· Vanquishes beasts, kills monsters

What’s the difference between a hero and a human?

What’s the difference between a hero and a god?

· The hero is an intermediary between the two,
· the status of hero is attainable, relatable
· Plutarch’s vita of Theseus

· case of Theseus, idolized Heracles
· it is his dream to emulate the hero

· goes out and acts just like him
How do people manipulate hero myths?

g

· Go out and kill the barbarians
· In Hesiods Theogony, many of the monsters Heracles slays are actually said to be descendents of such creatures as Typhon, Echidna, and Orthos

· these are sort of primordial monsters that the gods themselves were responsible for defeating, vanquishing

· so in the same way that the destruction of these monsters at the hands of the gods was intended to reassert the triumph of greek civilization against the uncivilized and the unknown,

· the defeat of such monsters at the hands of mortal heroes makes this triumph more tangeable, more relatable, and places it on a more local human scale

· Champion the “settler,” champion the civilizer

3. HUMAN-LIKE DEITIES
If the Greek gods are anything, they are anthropomorphic. Discuss how human-

like deities affect the way that we think about myth and religion. When humans

imagine their gods as anthropomorphic, it allows a much different relationship

with the divine than non-anthropomorphic gods do. You may want to integrate

philosophers’ opinions (such as Xenophanes) on myth and the divine as well as

consider what human like gods can do that non-anthropomorphic deities cannot.

What is gained from having anthropomorphic deities? What is lost?
Gained: Makes the flaws of humanity all the less blameworthy

· Greek mythology was NOT the product of a civilization that ever really rewarded what we would view as model behavior. In an ancient world, war, violence, pillaging is what brought prosperity, spoils, kleos

· Makes sense that Greeks attributed to their gods the character flaws responsible for motivating “unjust” action.

· Makes the shittier aspects of human nature seem O.K.

· “Hey, the Gods do it!”

· After all, the gods have wars (Titanomachy, Gigantomachy), the gods castrate their parents and marry their siblings

Lost: Ethics?

· No Moral Examples.

· Xenophanes
· “Homer and Hesiod have ascribed to the gods / Everything all the disgraces and shame that mortals have” (Xenophones, fr. 11)
· Thinks its stupid that the gods are shaped like humans, and thinks its stupid that gods have the same flaws as humans
· Plato
· Also thinks that the gods should only be attributed virtuous traits, and further, that heroes should only serve to uphold these virtues.
· Virtue/Piety are not ends unto themselves, simply means to please someone, means to gain a favor in the future

· There was something of a tit-for-tat system in the ancient Greek religion 

· Gods can motivate characters towards unjust ends, goal is never contended

· You scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours.
· “If I have ever burnt tons of bulls”
· “If I have ever offered you a prayer” (FIND AN ACTUAL EXAMPLE)
4. CIVILIZATION V. BARBARISM
Using several case studies, consider the role of civilization and barbarism in

Greek myth. You may want to integrate discussion of the several “machies”, such

as the Amazonomachy, discussion of heroes who “civilize” the world, and

discussion of issues such as xenia, hospitality. What function do stories of

civilization and barbarism play in Greek society? Who comes off being civilized?

Who comes off as being barbaric? Why?

The “machy” myths do much more than retell battles. Greek culture crafted these stories to glorify their triumph over those who do not uphold their cultural values. In art, in sculpture, these triumphs are depicted all around Greece, and were intended to instill a sense of pride in the greek way of life.

Centaurmachy

· Battle between Lapiths and Centaurs displayed on the parthenon

· Centaurs are invited to the wedding of Pirithous at Thessaly

· not used to wine

· immoral, incestual indulgent

· drink too much, cannot control their lusts

· show their lusts in public

· they violate the social contracts between a host and guest

· they violate the xenia 

· literally half-man, half-animal

· are an embodiment of all those traits greeks shunned

Amazonomachy

· First off, civilization ruled by women

· cut off their breasts, children of ares

· totally bent on war

· abandoned their male children 

· totally not inline with greek power dynamic

· depicted on the shield of Athena parthenos

· clad in typically Persian gear

· Persian society seen as deficient

· Persians don’t know freedom like the greeks

· reaffirmed the tenets of greek culture

· the greeks destroy that which is not inline with their social code

By painting those traits seen as foreign, or outside of Greek culture as barbaric, the Greeks champion their own way of life above others. So of course it’s the Greeks who end up coming off as “civilized,” but not without coming off as fiercely ethnocentric in the process.

