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The Aetiological Theory, the second monolithic theory for the explanation of mythology, was first proposed by Andrew Lang as a replacement for the Nature Theory.  The Aetiological Theory basically states that myths were a way of “explaining something in the real world” that could not be explained by the developing scientific community at the time the myths were written (Kirk, 53).  Lang’s argument that while myths may have a lot to do with nature, they also seek to explain natural phenomena in an allegorical way.  One myth that is consistent in large part with the Aetiological Theory is the death of Iphigeneia.  This story tells of Agamemnon’s struggle to decide whether to sacrifice his daughter, or to let her live, stranding the troops assembled to invade Troy.  While it is clear from Kirk’s paper that there is no all encompassing theory for mythology, the myth of the Sacrifice of Iphigenia fits neatly within the Aetiological theory.  Nevertheless, this theory does not completely explain all aspects of the myth.

Meteorologists today have a firm grasp on weather patterns, and can even predict them days to months in advance.  The ancient Greek culture, however, did not have such a high level understanding of the way the earth works.  Because of this, they had to use mythology and divinities to explain what they could not understand.  The myth of the Sacrifice of Iphigenia shows the Greek’s lack of understanding of weather patterns, attributing them to the gods rather than to natural occurrences such as varying air pressure.  In the myth, it is Artemis, not air pressure, that results in the Greek ships’ inability to make for Troy.  In their ignorance, the Greeks believe that they have to please the goddess Artemis with the sacrifice of a young lady to change the wind patterns, rather than simply waiting for the earth to change its course in due time.  Lang would call this Aetiological (because “aition” simply means “‘the study of causes’”) and the myth can be characterized as a study of abnormal wind patterns and how they can be changed.  At the end of the myth, after Iphigenia has turned into a deer and Artemis is appeased, the winds change, and the Greeks are able to leave.  

Of course, the myth attributes this to what happened at Artemis’s altar, giving the scientific base no heed.  Perhaps the winds simply changed.  However, the Greeks could not explain this using the scientific method so they attributed it to the will of the gods, as with most other things they could not explain.  Using the gods as a scapegoat for natural occurrences was a universal aspect of Greek mythology, and appears in many more places than just the Sacrifice of Iphigeneia.  While this myth is not necessarily supposed to represent all natural occurrences, it serves as reinforcement, just to make sure the audience was aware that they were at the mercy of the gods.  The rising and setting of the sun was attributed to the sun god.  Lightning was attributed to Zeus.  All of these things, for which there now exist scientific explanations, had to be explained in one way or another and this specific myth, along with many others, attributed them to the gods.  Lang’s Aetiological Theory seems to have a strong backing in this myth, as it is clear that the Greeks, in their ignorance of what science now clearly explains, led them to develop these myths to try to account for natural occurrences.  

Some parts of this myth, however, do not fit so neatly into Lang’s Aetiological Theory.  For example, at the end of the book, Iphigenia turns into a deer, or magically vanishes with a deer in her place.  For this, there is obviously no modern scientific basis, nor any inexplicable phenomenon that it seeks to explain.  This spontaneous vanishing seems to be completely magical; the Greeks were not using it to explain a natural occurrence.  This exemplifies Kirk’s argument that no monolithic theory is all encompassing.  This part of the myth is better explained by Malinowski’s Charter Theory.  That theory states that myths were used more to explain why society behaves in certain ways as opposed to Lang’s theory, which characterizes myths as explanations of natural occurrences (Kirk, 61).  Malinowski’s theory can here be applied to practices with the goddess Artemis.  Although this myth does not serve to assert why the goddess was first associated with deer (as she is the goddess of the hunt and is commonly depicted with animals all around her), it may serve to show how she and other gods in general are linked to weather patterns, thus explaining man’s practice of pleasing the gods.  

The Charter Theory is also provides an explanation of the role of sacrifice in the myth.  Although sacrifice was common practice in ancient Greece, the myth of the Sacrifice of Iphigenia served to reinforce why this was done.  The focus of mythology was to gain the favor of the gods, and like many other myths, the sacrifice of Iphigenia showed again that it was all important to please the gods to achieve one’s earthly goals.  The relation between Agamemnon and the displeased Artemis was just a microcosm of the world that existed between men and gods.  

 There is also the argument that the Aetiological Theory may not explain this myth completely because most of the story deals not with the wind currents and the goddess’s effect on them, but more with Agamemnon’s internal struggle with whether his loyalties should lie with his daughter and family or with Greece, his brother, and all of the men he has assembled.  This is true, but it is important to remember that Agamemnon would never have been in the situation facing him had the winds not been acting strangely, which returns us to the Aetiological Theory.

 The Aetiological Theory is very important to understanding Greek Mythology in general.  As mentioned above, countless gods are used to explain every day occurrences for which we now have scientific explanations that were unknown to the rudimentary science of the Greeks.  Hesiod’s Theogony and his Works and Days seek to explain why the earth is the way it is (Arum Park 01/12/06).  Demeter’s myth is used to explain why some grain harvests are more productive than others.  Aphrodite was used to explain why people fall in love with each other, why people feel such strong feelings of lust.  These and many other allegorical references exist throughout Greek Mythology.  The Iliad is packed with references to gods like Sleep, Death, and other natural occurrences for which the Greek community did not have the scientific explanations.  

The myth of the death of Iphigenia is too complex to be completely defined by Lang’s Aetiological Theory.  There are too many deep emotions and inexplicable events that happen for it to be completely defined as Aetiological.  This story was just one small example to the Greeks of how the gods affected their lives.  It did not account for every occurrence; it just served to reinforce the point that the gods had control over the natural occurrences of Earth.  Even though it does not fit perfectly the myth of the Sacrifice of Iphigenia seems to have a strong base in this theory, as it seems to try to explain everyday occurrences that the Greek scientific community could not.
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