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Myth and kinship as the work of autochthony

“Autochthony” from the Greek words auto and chthonic means “to be sprung from the land
itself” or “to be born from the earth,” an indigeneity that implies both a social relation (birth)
and rootedness (earth). This paper considers indigenous religious practices as a kind of affective
presence in the world that establishes enduring, authentic emotional grounds (reasons) that
differ from the logic of Cartesian subject-object relations or nationhood. Autochthonous
practices create mutual being or kinship with places through the occasion of myth.

Working from Martin Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit (1927), “Abendgespréch” (1944/45), and
memorial speech “Gelassenheit” (1955), this paper describes autochthonous work
(Bodenstdndigkeit) as one from “a ground that becomes accessible only as meaning, even if it is
itself in the abyss of meaninglessness.”! The physical ground becomes meaningful only through
the groundless grounds of existence that necessitates meditative thinking (besinnliches
Nachdenken)—a seemingly useless waiting. This paper considers how meditative thinking is
occasioned, for example, in myth, and spurs the work of a “new autochthony” (eine neue
Bodenstdndigkeit), an opportunity for a relationship with a place to take root and endure
against the unthinking of autocracy and environmental devastation.

Meditative thinking as myth considers what is past, but also what comes after us or
towards us (nach), an asynchronous temperament “awakened” by a pause in the present
(Gegenwart).? Myth, a moment of incongruity, plays with comparison in the pause of
reflection.® The pause summons my reflection of my own being in the world, an “authentic”
relation to my own unique death, and so the unique meaning of my life. Bodenstdndigkeit and
the relationship to one’s own grounds (reasons) depicts a sense of obligation in a bond as born
from the grounds themselves, a kinship that suggests that two things—myself and my reasons—
are one. As sociologist Emile Durkheim reminds us; kinship is a social, not natural, relationship;
“kinship,” he writes, “essentially consists in juridicial and moral relations sanctioned by society.”*
Autochthonous grounds are therefore social, not natural; they are precarious, and so
autochthonous practices—work that unites me or obligates me to my grounds—strive for
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permanence. Where nationalist and race-based rhetoric would insist on a way of being that “is
naturally given” on the premise of assumed autochthonous “grounds,” the reflection in myth
call one to the authenticity of one’s own grounds that brings one to a relation of obligation in
the first place.
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