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Dowden, Myth and Initiation Ritual

Dowden gives off some enthusiasm for a method of mythological investigation that deals with myths and the rituals they inform. By dealing with such practices and the stories that supposedly inspired them simultaneously, we can extract more information about either than we would otherwise separately. Dowden investigates certain rites of passage such as the ritual kidnapping of male youth (tied to a myth in which Zeus does the same),  and a pre-marital ceremony involving young girls and bears. Both of these practices are closely tied to one or more mythological tales.

Dowden says that to claim that myth precedes ritual or vice-versa would be an “intellectual tidying-up operation.” Certainly there are no universal claims to make concerning which precedes which in all myth-ritual couples. However, I wonder why it would be wrong to at least make the generalization that myth precedes ritual​—it seems to be this way in most modern examples that I can call to mind. I think one can draw a lot of parallels between modern religion and the sort of myth-inspired rituals that Dowden describes from Greek mythology. Consider the Eucharist, a Christian ritual that commemorates the some of the actions of Jesus Christ at his Last Supper. Christians eat bread and drink wine because it is told that Christ did just the same. I can’t understand why it would be thought that such a story would be ascribed to some arbitrary wine-drinking bread-eating ritual after the fact.

