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THE ROLE OF MYTH IN QRTURE

Mother Earth
Mythology

T Samn Gill

nee the world was all water, and God lived
_ alone; he was lonesome, he had no place to
put his foot; so he scratched the sand up
from the bottom and made the land, and he
made rocks, and he made trees, and he
made man, and the man was winged and
could go anywhere. The man was lonesome,
and God made a woman, They ate fish from
the water, and God made the deer and oth-
er animals, and he sent the man to hunt,
and toid the woman to cock the meat and
to dress the okins. Many more men and women grew up, and they lived
on the banks of the great river whose waters were full of salmon. The
mountains contained much game, and there were buffalo on the plains,
Thare were so many people that the stronger ones sometimes oppressed
the weak and drove them from the best fisheries, which they claimed as
their own. They fought, and nearly all were killed, and their bones are to
be seen in the sand hills yet. God was very angry and he took away their
vﬁngsandoommandedthatthelandsandﬁsheﬂesshmﬂdbecommonto
all who lived upon them, That they were never to be marked off or divided,
but that the people ghould enjoy the fruits that God planted in the land
and the animals that lived upon it, and the fishes in the water. God said
he was the father, and the earth was the mother of mankind; that nature
was the law; that the animals and fish and plants obeyed nature, and that
man only was sinful. This is the old law.
&mmﬂhwﬁmdrﬂmaﬁmumUnivm#m%mmmhhmw
Earth: An Amecican Story (Universil of Chicage Prass, 1957) ond Native Amarican Religiows Action: A
Perf A h Carolina Press, 1087).
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It may be thought of as a trne story or
a foundational underpinning of & so-

Cuxiously, we contemporary West-
ernera have difficulty using the term

in our own culiure.

word myth in a positive sense when refer-
ring to anything

SMOHAILLA'S ACCOUNT OF
MOTHER EARTH

The story of Mother Earth begins
almost concurrently with the atory
told by Smohalla in 1885, and & re-

between
the two, Aceording to Smohalix's ato-
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R
ry, “God said he was the father, and doubt for that reason more com- Cuﬁous]ywc
the earth was the mother of mankind,” mon in the world, than the ides of 4
but he went on to say, wmunm.mm contemporary
races of America the Barth-  Westerners have
Thoee who tut up the lasds or sign mother §a ona of the grest person-
peves L e il b il s o i, esmpiir e
o ts, pun wrm 2
ishad by God's anger. . . However, Tylor cited only three, mvemwm
It i not & good law that would insignificant examples of its tuses. pos
taks my people awny from me to  Thess citations are therefore of lithe rcferring to
make them sin agninst the laws of consequence in reporting major beliefs anymmour
God. You ssk me to plough the among Ni Americans.
ground? Shall T take & knife and Within  decade Hubert Bancroft, Own culture.
tear my mothar's bosom? Then Tykw, af-
when 1 die she will uot take me to firmed the view in his American
ber bosom to rest. hcation The Nalive Races (1882). He
Yon ask me to dig for stone! wrote, “Tt secmna long ago and often to
Shall T dig under her sldn for her have come into men's minds that the
bopes? Then when 1 dis I can not heaven or something
enter her hody to be borm again. there and the all-producing earth are,
You ask me to cut grass and as it wete, a father and mother to all
make hay and sell it, s be rich N
like white men, but bow dare I cut ‘T'vlor's and Baneroft's views of the
off my mother's hair? motherhood of earth re-
it is & bad law and my people cetvod 2 foller and mors concrete ex-
shall not obey it. I want my pacple preasion in Smohalla’s statement later
to atay with me here, All the dead in 1885, Shortly after he recited his
men will come to life again: their two ists, Albert Gat-
spivits will come to their bodies schet and James Mooney, who were
again, Wo must wait here, in the studying enltures in the Washington-
homes of our {athers, and baresdy  Oregon ares, used Smohalla’s state-
to meet them in the bosom of our ment to exemplify a Mother Earth
mother. theology they believed to be common
to all Native Americans. Theee were
This statement attributed to Smo-  the first of many such uses of Smohal
halla has been often and widely quot- la's statement.
ed. Moreover, it has served as the  In 1890, Gatechet, in an ethnogra-
principal scholars bave used  phy of the Klamath of southern Ore-
demonstrate the Native American gon, waxad poetic on the native be-
belief in the goddess Mother Earth. lief in the earth as mother,
We may begin our analysis of the
atory of Mother Earth with an excerpt Among ail nations of the workl we
from the writings of Edward B. Tylor, find the idea, which 3o veal as well
credited as the father of a3 poetical, that the Earth is our
modern anthropology. In his classic common mother, ‘She is dealing
book Primitive Oulture, published in out her bountiful gifts to her chil
London in 1873, Tylor proclaimed dren, the human belngs, without
envy or restraint, in the shape of
The ¥daa of the Earth as a mothar corm, fruits, and eseulent roots. Her
ig more simple and chvious, and no eyos axre the lakes and ponds dis-
JuLy 1887 583
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created things, liea at the base, not

brecht Sir James George
Frazer, George B. Grinnell, and Hart-
Burr held the view that
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as she exists in the history of religions,

Before becoming & mother goddess,
or divinity of fertility, the earth
presentod itself to men as 8 Moth-
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These words {of Smoballa] were
spoken not more than half 2 centa-
ry ago. But they come to ua from
very distant ages. The emotion
that we fee) when we hear them ia

tF

spontaneity—the yrimordial hmage
of the Earth-Mother. It ia an jm-

this literaxy lineage, tha latest citation
of Smoballa's statement comes from
the noted Swedish authority on Native
American religions Ake Hultkrantz.
His views of Mother Earth appear in
Tils book The Raligiona of the Amarican
Indians (1079) and his eesay “The

of the Goddess in North

|
;
;

beliefs at all; it is not
even about Native
Americans.

JULY 1987 588
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teenth century, they have beer used
again and again to document not only
the religious beliefs of Smohala, the
theology of the Wanapum and otber
Sahaptin speakers, and the peoples
native to North America or all of the
Americas, but all “primitive” peoples
the world over. Moreover, the state-
ment has betn used to document be-
liefs not only during Smohalla’s life-
time but of hunting peoples some
millennia ago. The resulting Mother
Earth story is therefore a truly amaz-
ing story.

THE FUNCTION OF THE MYTH
OF MOTHER EARTH

Although Tylor stated that “among
the native races of America the
Farth-mother is one of the great per-
of mythology,” the Mother
Earth story that seems most mythic
Americans

poople their nourishment: roots, 'fof(x:usuwnthc
fruits, and Hhe took
phhnkhtm“hodywmﬁ historicand .

Aa time went on some of these B phk:
peopies developed, though they re- accuracy of Mother
mead, compere (o1 phsy, - Barth in Nor (8

even
that the sky was b father and they America would lead
mzdm:lfmmm.um- us away from what
ther, earth, mother,
mm”wo;,;mmn is important about
the story.

JULY 1887 887
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At the time Smohalla told his sto-
ry, he was one of only a few
hundred Native in
Wuhinzwn-Orezonnmsﬁllholding
outagaimtAmarlunplanstownﬂm
Indians to , Throunghout
hip lifetime there had been preasures
0 the native way

historical backdrop.
Smohalla's story tells of the crea-
tion of a world by & god who, in his
loneliness, seratched sand from the
bottom of the water that covered the
world. From this eand he made the
land. This god created human beings

weaker ones, They drove the weaker
trom favorite lands and fisheries, kill-
ing most of them. This angered the
god and *he took away their wings
and commanded that the lands and
fisheries should be common to all who
lived upon them. That they were nev-
er to bo marked off or divided.”

the ion that Smohalla and the
Indians suffeved at the hands of the

sa8 THE WORLD & |

American settlers and the 1.8, gov-

’ amment.ltdlwctlyreﬂectathelndir

ans’ situation at the time of the sto-
rytelling. Not only does it male their
oppression by incorporat-
ing it into the creation story, but it
offers the hope that, as in the story,
God will eventually punish the op-
pressors and command that the lands
and fisheries be common to all.

THEMYTH OF ACADEMIA

The European-American story of
Mother Earth must alse be seen in its
historical and cultural context. Be-

stand
ingordiscweredwlt\nubutalsom
interpret them in Western terms.
Smohalla lived in a world collaps-
ing&omtheunwaluomepmsemeof
others. Europeans and Americans
found- their conceptions and Jmowl-
edgeoftheworldthreatemdbytheir

by Eurcpeans and

story of the development of human
religiosityandcnlhxm.ltisastoryot
the evolution of religious structures
and forms, a story enriched by the
pattemandeaugoﬂesdeﬁvedﬁom
Weatern antiguity. It is a story of &
soclety’s growth from the gimple to
the complex, from the primitive to
the civilized, from a nonliterate to &
Titerate culture. It s a story in which

Native Americans, by virue of the
statement made by Smohalla in 1885,
could be placed at a very early stage
of eultural and religious development.
The story of Mother Earth helps re-
solye the crisea of the Western world-
view by providing it a basis on which
to imuﬂ_)orats the worldview of these

‘others.

Surprisingly, when the two stories
are compared, they share more than
might at first be expected. Both
stories respond to a situation of en-
countering soms “other.” Both expand
and develop an existing view of the

—unguestionable
perspectives

. Myths
stories that articulate that which is
ftself not subject to verification or
validatim.’l'hiaisa]ogicaldeﬂnitlon
of myth, positing that in questions of

whether myth was a true story. We
would assume rather that myth is the
foundation on which truth is based.
Given thie view of myth, we Ay
understand why myths ace set in the

Though this story is

set in the time of

creation, it is clearly

a story about the
oppression that

Smohalla and the
Indians suffered at

the hands of the

American settlers

and the US.
government.

JuLy 1887
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thought that
myths provide for

ality, to be re-
freshed in the

tively respond to crises and change
while maintaining tradition and iden-
tity. The word refurn snggests & con-
nection between the primordial set-
ting, which in essentially a mythic

and history

destroyed
riences of history are digested and
recreated through the ongoing myth-
fc process of producing newly -
szed articulations of that which is
most fundamental to any people.

It is because of mythic qualitics

Smohalla's story has obvious Chris-
tian influence and is clearly shaped, if
not whoily formed, to meet the crisis
situation But it

While it is clear that those writers
who created the of Mother

590 THE WORLD &1
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in what can only be termed a logic
of dominance and conquest. Native
Americans have been forced to par-
ticipate in this same logic. This may
seem hareh, but the fact cannot be

igmored,

In the story told by Smohalla, the
menaage of dominance s clear. The
story was told in the midst of a
history of oppreseion and is about
oppression. The Indiane are op-
pressed, and the white Americans are

aa paternaliem), to & long history of
that denied reli-

academie study of Native Americans.
Tt must be aclmowledged that a logie

of domination and concquest has moti- Western scholars
m’andahapedmﬂﬂamdmic and writers in their
Thisla!tpuintismmbm study of myth have

questioning
language i iteelf uses and & ques-
tioning of the discourse of which
that language ia a part. (p. 207}

Mother Earth and Tricketer both
owe their existance to o logic of con-

JULY 1987 B




umemree i bR N R Ty

W CURRENTS IN MODERN THOUGHT

THE ROLE OF MYTH IN QUOURE M
quest and dominance; they are char- sense? There are many :
gctersinamythnlmotdominauce. dmfﬂfem&hﬁgummwﬁ: fiction? Is there & connection between the survival of their identity aa Indi- What scholars have
in "8 discourss by Western culture tive American stories. Some are re- ’ gomeutyleaofschohnhipmdwﬁt- anawenwi_thwtm”balhndu.wiﬂ:- about
about Weatern culture.” In a sense, 5o lated to the earth, but moat are not. ing, some ways-of seeing “others,” and  out continning tribal identity, and been writing abou
60 does the modern use of the word  Almest none are understood as the oppresaive pofitical and economic per without tribal languages. was not the “other”
myth, for in its principal use as a earth personified, and those who ap- spectives? Is mot the formulation of  Mother Eerth arose among West- at all, but about
category by which to understand the proach this do not have & developed i in the guisa of stating en writers so that Native Americana d
“other” and in out tendency to charac-  story iradition or ritual presence. knowledge about some “other” a pow-  could be understood and somehow their own views of
terize myth a6 avchaic, it participates This should not be surprising, since erfnlmemsuqumjmhngthmeoth— likumdbuwhxtemen.l!yldenhm human history
in the logic of domination. The sdvice there are umdreds of distinct tribal ers? Is this activity not somehow Mother Earth as a major figure in '
of Doucihi is well put. In & modern cultures in North America, each with parhﬁpﬂtingmthegpllwal, social, Indian mythology, these writers were
pluralist world, a world obviously a different language, rveligion, and andecupomngoppmanmoithe“oth- able to piace Native Americans in a
shaped by the logic of conquest and culture. How could anyone expect to ers'wh:lebegntunmwoduowee- mhmggtthsmhﬁmnfmﬂmu
dominance, it is essential that the find & goddass common to all in such five observations motivated only by a and religions in which those represen-
othsrmmamiwed g i hAﬁnali;zu'?ha most atthe‘t):p?lln t.mst]:gmh
ery “other” be . The word  While In terms story o is perhapé re- contrast,
mith has become increasingly impor- Mom“hm this omﬂm is ho: markable. Among Native Americans yocent dscades have, through their
{ant o this discourse, and, in wany of  significant, it ia imbortant to ghow today there is m evidence of & of Mother Earth, at-
its uses and implications, it has not  conclusively that Mother Earth in dee’pandabidumbebefhnﬂme tachedtohert‘lmqnaliheat}mtarﬁc
the logic of dominance. West- North America ia of the myth created they identify by the name Mother ulate distinctively “Indian” in con-
ern scholars and writers, in their ‘Westerners, a historic and EnrthSheisotwnpmedwithFa- txaatntoandclearly superior to
study of myth and in their creation of ethnographic reality to native North ther Sky, the Great Spirit, or the te” American attribites.
such figures aa Trickster and Mother Americans. But upon applying the Crestor. Examination of the history mofﬂwearthtspedﬂedlyoithe
Earth, have been creating their own ierm myth to the writings of our of shows that she arose In Amnriunnd.thayweinrand
mythology. Yet they have steadfastly own mentors, some complex ques- the of the formation of the nurture Earth, who in turn
refused to spply the category "myth”  tions arise, These scholars have been pan-Indian or pantribal alliance cares for and nurtures them, They do
to their own work. authoritative because they were be- among Native Americans ,inthis not plow or mine, tear, waste, or
lieved to have acquired their knowl- century, have 1y forged a desocrate the earth as they see
erhaps the sim- edge of “others” through careful ob- common identity in the face of a “white" Americans doing. Thus Moth-
plest way to avoid servation and to have based their cotnmon experience of oppression and erEaﬂhhelpstdimrepinthcir
the logle of con- conclusions on plentiful and carefully lom.AsIndiq.npwplgslostthahnd W'Mmmdw By
quest and domi- documented ecurces, What is shown : base on which their various tri- hokdszpﬂmrEarﬂ:asthnirgnd-
nanee i8 to apply in the case of Mother Earth is that bal identities depended, the Moth- dma,NaﬁwAmeﬂunshavoarﬁcu-
the  categories no North American evidence exista. er Earth figure grew in importance lqba‘dwhntiamoatdistimﬁwuln-
usnally teserved Mother Earth emergea not from eth- among them. dmn._nndtheyhnvedmuobynppro—
for dealing with uographic documentation but from What sectas to have happened is pﬂnhngandmnatnmhwthemwth
“sthers® slso to the an imaginative construction. What t&xattheoppmsudNaﬁveAmeﬂcam of their
task of un- scholars have been writing about was have &] the_mytholoqof Mother Earth, s she currently
derstanding ourselves. This is what I not the “other” at all, but about their ) their oppressors. Indians acquired exista in Indian religlons, is
have attempted to do, both in the way own views of human history. As a whatthethwtoheupwtedof a],nczumr,annrhmr.abonnﬂde
I have suggested the term myth be result, the general populace, as well them, a belief in a figure kmown a8 goddeuinewmmnftheword.
qndmtwdmdinvhwingnmyﬂm as scholars, now acrepts without Mother Earth. But, as often happens eymthonzhwummdarstmdthat
fineage of Western writings on the guestion Mother Earth as a histor- with the oppressed, the Indians trans- hmtoricallyherorlzhnmuntonb
figura Mother Earth. ic and ethnographic fact in native formed the Mother Earth eoncept veryment,.bntdmbﬁeuuwemueh
‘Now, throwing caution to the North America and throughout the through their own creative mythic 1o the mythic views of Westerners on
wind, risking emotional reprisals and  world. This raises the most funda- prooessestoarﬁmlnuﬁorthemwhat Mother Earth.m
ynowingly committing the sct of mental questions about what consti- was most fundamental; that has been
heresy, I ask the question: Were the tutes respongible scholarship. What
Europesy and American writers cor- is the difference between scholarship
rect in a historieal and ethnographic and mythmaking, between fact and

592 THE WORLD & |
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