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INTRODUCTION

The first responsibility of the literary scholar is
not only to recognize the multiplicity of forms, genres,
motifs, topoi, and even cultures he is likely to encounter
in his studies, but also to tolerate the corresponding mul-
tiplicity of perspectives, approaches, sensibilities, pre-
dilections, and even biases his colleagues will inevitably
evince, A sense of the validity of individual critical ex-
ploration is best conveyed by the recent and rapid advent
of "Critical Pluralism," a long overdue and obviously be-
neficial ecumenicalism among literary scholars. While it is
true that critical "schools" are ephemeral, even as are
sciences, social systems, or religions, it is also true that
every mode of thought and interpretation has contributed
something, at least, to general understanding; and while it
is equally true that even a theory of periodic paradigmatic
revolution constitutes in itself a paradigm, the purpose of
study is to sift and test, to measure perception against
categorization, and thus to derive models which work regu-
larly and consistently until superceded.1

Generally in a pluralistic culture, and in the intel-
lectual multiplicity such a culture will sustain, it is un-
becoming to deny a "practitioner" the opportunity to test

his or her model or paradigm; critical debate is useful only
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ii
if its opposing or alternate paradigms are allowed to co-
exist, temporarily at ieast, for the purposes of comparing
and evaluating respective validity with regard to breadth,
depth, and duration of applicability. Even so, some liter-
ary-critical '"models'" participate in what we may call a
"fundamental irreconcilability principle." This does not
imply that they cannot co-exist, merely that they will pro-
bably never synthesize: they constitute differentiae.
Neither does it imply that they cannot be subsumed within
a larger category and become articulated as sub-systems with-
in a greater paradigm: i.e., genus. What we broadly identify
as "Mythological Criticism" may be said to form a genus or
"greater paradigm," while within it two fundamentally ir-
reconcilable sub-systems may be said to form differentiae,
or in this context irreducible assumption-frames: on the one
hand, the religiocus practitioners! 2 priori assumption that
phenomena exhibit adherence to a plan or structure imposed
from above by a transcendent ¥Will; on the other, the socio-
anthropological a priori assumption that phenomena are or-
dered by the individual or group mind and projected upward
to an idyllic or perfected but imaginary transcendence. The
one is consciously or unconsciously theistic (in the broad
sense), while the nther is consciously or unconsciously
atheistic (or at least devoutly agnostic); the one takes as
its purpose the discovery and elucidation of a Divine in-
tent, and is properly, though not always honestly, theology,

while the other seeks tn discover and elucidate human in-
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iii
tent, and is properly, though not always honestly, psycho=-
logy; the one is knowningly or unknowingly in the evangeli-
cal service of a "living" religion, while the other is
knowingly or unknowingly in the (perhaps also evangelical)
service of humanistic anthropocentrism,

Id€eally it should matter to the myth-critic not at all
which of these two assumptions and sets of purposes he may
serve at a given moment in his studies, The vital quality
is consistency: we should not critique The Pilgrim's Pro-
gress, for instance, as though Bunyan's, or even Calvin's,
God really exists and rewards pious endeavor with factual
salvation, if we intend simultaneoﬁsly to critique Bun-
yan's romance, just as seriously, as though the human
mind alone were the source of both God and salvation, Such
a random shifting of perspective must be classed either as
comedy or as schizophrenia; it is at best confusing and
unproductive, at worst impossible,

This is not to say that a myth-critic may not write
Iwo essays on The Pilgrim's Progress, in the first of which
he adopts a theistic perspective, and in the second an
agnoétic. Ideally he should have facility with both of the

major differentiae in the genus "Mythological Criticismv,

Yet such a dual facility is rare: where Medieval Western
literature is concerned, for example, we almost never
encounter an "exegetical" (i.e., "theistic") critic who
can claim in one essay that the father-son conflict of the

"Hildebrandslied" represents the Fall of Man or the chas-
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iv
tising of arrogance, while claiming in another that Hil-
cdebrand and Hadubrand are Sohrab and Rustum transported
to Germania; nor do we encounter any more frequently an
"anthropological" (i.e., "atheistic" or "agnostic") cri-
tic who on one occasion seeks to convince us that Njal is
a2 euhemerized Freyr, while claiming on another occasion
that the old Icelander renresents a Virtuous Pagan adhering
to Natural Law. Such is the nature of irreconcilable

differentiae within a genus: such is the polar functioning

of two paradigms within a greater,

The myth-critic is obligated to recognize this
principle, this structuring of thought and response, and
to establish im voraus, as precisely as possible, the sub-
system or lesser paradigm by which he intends to evaluate
a work of literature., The paradigm I have chosen for the
following analysis of Beowulf is distinctly socio-anthro-
pological. My primary assumption is that phenomena are
ordered by the individual or group mind and orojected up-
ward to an idyllic or perfected but imaginary transcen-
dence; it is conscilously agnostic, and equally consciously

in the service of humanistic anthronocentrism,

It would be redundant here to trace the history of
socio-anthronolopgical myth-theories (or "paradigms"),
since that has becn donc in detail by Stuart Chase, Jan
De Vries, and many others.2 Neither is it requisite that

we survey '"the mythological approach to literature" as it
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developed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries: that
too has been accomplished in plentiful detail, and there
are numerous collections which exposit, and provide exam-
ples of, applied theory.3 The main purpose of this intro-
duction is to offer a very brief explanation of Georges
Dumezil's socio-anthropological paradigm for the study of
Indo-European myth and society, the paradigm specifically
adopted for my analysis of Beowulf,

Dumezil's career has been thoroughly surveyed by C.

Scott Littleton in The New Comparative Mythologyv, now in

its third edition.4 This is an indispensable introduction
to what has proved to be a very durable, productive, and
constantly evolving scholarly endeavor. The value of Lit-
tleton's overview is not so much that he provides an
"anthropological assessment," but that he makes possibie

for an English-speaking audience -- for the first signifi-
cant time in this century -- the rescue of Indo-European
studies from the "disrepute'" into which they have twice
fallen: once, at the turn of the century, due to the lack

of restraint on the part of Max MiWller and his followers

of the "Naturistic-Solar" and "disease of language" school;
and once again, and for obvious reasons, in the period 1933-
1945.5 Littleton has provided a precis of a unique approach
to IE scholarship which allows the student to pursue the
subject without the embarrassing associations of "Solar
Mythology," or the horrifying ones of "Aryan' social pro-

grams, Hence a consensus has besun to emerge that IE studies
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vi
need not be encumbered by the baggage of past abuses,

When the first edition of The New Comparative Myth-

ology appeared in 1966, none of Dumezil's work had been
translated into English, although a German edition of Loki
became available in 1959, Beginning in 1970, however, the
parallel efforts of the University of Chicago and the Uni-
versity of California (Los Angeles and Santa Barbara) pro-
duced a series of translations (and one primary article in
English, edited by Littleton) which have extended to the
Anglo~American scholarly community a representative body

6

of Dumezil's accomplishments, This corpus, together with
Littleton's precis, gives us a relatively complete grasp
of Dumezil's structural-functional approach to the complex
problems and issues of IE research,

Primarily, Dumezil has appropriated the "functional"
view of mythology developed by Emile Durikheim, Marcel Mauss
and others.7 This posits that "the sacred things of any
religion are symbols of the society that practices that re-
ligion."8 Such symbols serve social "functions" insofar
as they act as "'collective representations' of important
social and cultural realities, and ., . . give rise to
categories of understanding."9 "Collective representations"
and '"categories of understanding," it is argued, are essen-
tial to a group's conception of itself, so myth and ritual
are devised to insure the survival both of the conception,
usually heavily idealized, and of the group which has given

rise to it. Pragmatically snenlking, religion encourages and

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



vii
sustains values whereby a society's stability is secured.
The most important of these values is '"the adequate in-
tegration of that society's various parts."1o

A "functional'" theory of religion and myth presumes,
then, that the structure of a society determines the
structure of its religion; and that the ''various parts" --
the classes, professions, or some other ranking of persons
-=- will be mirrored with fair exactitude in the "ideal
society" which is composed of transcendent beings rather
than men, The various parts become "categories of under-
standing" by which one comprehends and interprets the phy-
sical as well as metaphysical world(s). Dumezil's utili-
zation of this thesis takes "functions" (fonctions) as both
the practical efficacy or area of operation of each of the
various parts, and as the basic designation for the parts
themselves.11 In other words, if a society is composed of
classes, professions, or some other ranking of persons,
then each class étc. not only has a function, it is a
function, Indo-European myth and society, Dumezil has dis-
covered, reveals itself consistently to be composed of three
such functions, which constitute a hierarchy of classes
and responsibilities, The first is broadly labelled '"sov-
ereignty" and includes both kingship and priesthood; its
responsibilities thus include the dispensation of justice
and "the maintenance of magico-religious . . . order," The
second is '"force", which concerns itself with the protection

of the group through physical-military strength, The third,
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viii
and also the most complex, is '"nourishment"; its respon-
sibilities include fecundity, abundance, production, ar-
tisanship, erd wealth in the general sense.12

These classes are the major social and '"ideological"
structure of the Indo-Europeans, Comparative data, the
basis for such conclusions, indicate that the separate
socio-linguistic groups which proceeded from the hypothe-
tical IE "Urvolk" retained a tripartite ideology well into
historical times, Dumezil's painstaking labor since at least
1930 has been to make clear, where possible, the extent
to which each of the IE daughter cultures evinces a tripar-
tite ideology of king/priest-warrior-producer., He and his
followers have explicated in turn the mythological and
social documents of the Indo-Iranians, the Greeks, the Ro-
mans, the Celts, and the Germans, and have found them in
many cases to reveal a profound consistency of tripartition.
In Aryan India, the metaphysical first function is occupied
by two figures, Mitra and Varuna; the second by the lone
Indra; and the third, again, by two figures, the Asvins,
the "divine twins", together with a goddess. This structure
of dual sovereign, solitary warrior, and twin or feminine
"nourishers" has come to be recognized as a basic pattern
replicating itself in many other IE cultures. Early Roman
society, for instance, offers the metaphysical formulae
Jupiter-Dius Fidius, dual first function; Mars, the lone
second function deity; and Quirinus-Ops, the dual third

function deities, possibly complemented by another female
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ix
deity, prototype of "Venus". Germanic mythology, as recor-
ded in the Scandinavian materials, yields the dual first
function Othinn-Tyrr; the solitary second function Thorr;
and the dual third function Njdrthr-Freyr, complemented by
the feminine deity Freyja.13

The reappearance of this system in cultures remote
from one another in time or space argues for its derivation
from "Proto-Indo-European" society; this argument is ana-
logous to, and indeed dependent uvon, the previously well
established and now almost universally accepted “genetic"
philology whereby most of the languages of Europe, together
with those of India, Persia, the Hittites, and several
others, are revealed to be closely related and to have
undergone periodic, systematic mutation, The language
group revealed as "Indo-Furopean,'" "Indo-Germanisch," or
"Indo-Hittite," must have sprung from a common source, which
has been reconstructed in hypothetical form by comparative
IE linguists, It is argued that if there was in fact a pri-
mitive IE "Volk" from whom all IE-speakers inherited their
dialects, there must also have been an ideology imbedded
in the language, which would likewise have undergone sys-
tematic mutation while yet retaining the basic features

which identify it as IE. *
Dumezil and his f6llowers seek to explicate this

ideology wherever and in whatever form it may be found. In
addition to the tripartite structure of physical and meta-

physical society, the Dumezilian school has been able to
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isolate certain features of the respective "functions"

and their relationships with one another, Most importantly
for my purposes, they have discovered that the structures
as they appear in sacred literature often transpose them-
selves into epic and saga, i.e., into largely secular fic-
tion;]5 that the first and second functions often conflict,
that is, the king/priest and the warrior are not always

compatible;16

that heroic, and especially second function
deeds frequently involve . strife with tri-functional op-
ponents, or involve three sequential '"functional" actions;17
and of immediate importance to Beowulf, which since the
1930's has come to be seen as an entirely "Christian"
work: that Christianity itself may very well have adopted,
in the west, primary IE features.18

In the analysis of Beowulf which follows, I apply
Dumezil's paradigm in three specific ways: first of all,
I survey as briefly as possible the history and development
of Christianity with regard to a) its transmission from a
non-IE culture to exclusively IE recipients; b) specific IE
features exhibited by Christianity between c, 300 and 600;
and c) IE features exhibited by Anglo-Saxon Christianity
between the time of the mission of Augustine and the ele-
venth century. Second, I shall demonstrate that the struc-
ture of Beowulf is tripartite in the IE sense, Third, I
shall suggest that the central socio-ethical conflict in
the poem resides in the traditional instability or incompa-

tibility of the IE first and second functions, In the course
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of my analysis I take the liberty of referring to the IE
functions in capital letters, in order to distinguish them

from other uses of the word function where that may occur,
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