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Myth as Trickster: Toward a Material-Semiotic Theory of Myth

A story goes like this: the coyote steals fire from the sun and gives it to humans, and so
creates culture. Communities, in myth, are founded and contested by humans and non-human
animals who converse, quarrel, create, and transform one another again and again. Yet in
modernity, such stories, and the animals that inhabit them, have long been disavowed.

How, then, should we make sense of such myths? For a long time, they were treated either as
deficient explanations, lacking in rationality, or, more charitably, as metaphors and poetic
expressions of the world. But what if we question the assumption underlying both approaches:
that there is one objectively accessible reality of which myths provide inadequate
representations? This is one of the questions raised by the ontological turn. Rather than
presupposing a single reality, it asks how realities and the communities that inhabit them are
constituted. From this perspective, myths in which animals hold person status need not be
dismissed as “silly stories” or reduced to symbolic representations. They can instead be
approached as forms of engagement through which more-than-human worlds and
communities take shape.

Drawing on Tim Ingold’s ontology of dwelling and Donna Haraway’s material-semiotic
account of worlding, this paper explores myth as a formation in which more-than-human
relations are constitutive of narrative, while narrative is in turn constitutive of a shared world.
Rather than asking what a myth represents, I ask how mythic figures, narratives, bodies, and
practices participate in the constitution of worlds, relations, and communities. Myth thus
appears not simply as a story about a world, but as a material-semiotic practice of worlding.

Yet this move towards a relational and ontological understanding of myth carries its own risk.
To immerse ourselves in a mythic world may seem to offer an escape from the
representational framework of modernity, while potentially reproducing another version of the
same gesture: taking myth for access to a world that lies beyond representation. I therefore
propose to approach myth itself as a kind of trickster. It unsettles the distinctions between
representation and reality, narrative and world, human and more-than-human. To think myth
as material-semiotic is thus to open a door without knowing what, or who, might come
through it. In a sense, it is to leave the door open for the coyote.



