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Dowden, Greeks on Myth

In this reading Dowden provides overview of a few notable “criticisms” of ancient myth put forth by the ancient Greeks themselves. Here he sheds light on the sort of relationships that the Greeks held with the stories passed down by their ancestors. To use the word criticism to describe some of these analyses is somewhat misleading, as few Greeks actually go as far to reject or even fault their practices. Xenopanes challenges the assertion that Gods are “man-shaped.” Some, such as Hekataios or Empedokles stress the allegorical significance of mythological stories over their narrative content. Others, like Herodotus or Hekataios. try to adjust myth so that they fit more logically within the portrait of ancient history (or at least the portrait passed down through their own specific heritage). Thinkers such as Socrates and Plato were among a tiny minority of Greeks who rejected the presence of certain myths on moral grounds.

The question I found myself asking over the course of this reading seems to stem from a discrepancy between the nature of myth and religion. How was it that Greeks were allowed to publicly challenge the morality or factual accuracy of myth? Was the entirety of ancient Greek civilization not built upon the appeasement of the Gods atop Mt. Olympos? Would this sort of questioning not incite their wraith, or at very least the wraith of Greek rulers? I know that Socrates was put to death for some of his political beliefs, but I’m not sure how much of this call for political change was motivated by dissatisfaction with current moral institutions (i.e. Greek religion/mythology).I believe the answer lies within the nature of Greek myth as something of a dialogue. As an oral tradition, Greek mythology was akin to conversation—subject to botched accounts and alterations. Perhaps these “criticisms” can be seen, as Dowden puts it, as more of “correctional” efforts. It doesn’t seem like many Greeks ever sought to overthrow the practice of myth altogether. More likely they were trying to rationalize these stories for their own peace of mind.

