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Discussion 1:  The Garden of Eden and Lost Paradise(s)
In this first discussion we will try to decide whether the Biblical story of the "Garden of Eden" has a basis in reality.  Through readings and lecture you have some background on environmental and cultural changes that might be relevant to the interpretation of the story.  You are now jurors trying to separate fact from fiction.  The two main questions you should consider are:

· Is the story based on an actual place?  If so, where and when did it exist?

· What does “the fall” represent? 

You have read or heard about several locations that are candiates for Eden – northern Mesopotamia, under the Persian Gulf offshore from mouths of Tigris and Euphrates, or a sunken continent in the Atlantic or Pacific (Heinberg, p. 61-62).  Review the evidence for each and decide what (if any) is compelling and what is not.  What additional evidence would help to answer this question?
We have also reviewed a number of different ideas for a historical basis of “the fall” including the transition to agriculture, conflicts between different cultures, and climatic or environmental changes.  Do you favor any particular idea?  Discuss the pros and cons of these ideas, or the possibility that there was no historical basis.
Here are some other questions and comments to keep in mind and guide you in your discussions:

· What evidence indicates that Eden was located in the Middle East?  Do you find this evidence compelling?   
· You’ve read evidence that oral traditions can survive for upwards of 8,000 years, but Heinberg (p. 60) suggests elements of Paradise stories may recall events or animals that existed in the Paleolithic (500,000 – 12,000 BP).  What do you consider a reasonable limit for how long an oral tradition can be passed along?  Why?
· Barber and Barber (“The Memory Crunch”) emphasized that a myth will only survive if it remains important to the people who pass it along.  Why is the story of Eden important?  What is its significance or message?  Might its importance be different today than in the ancient past?
· Why do you think “Paradise myths” are found in so many different cultures?  (This is the “Problem of Mythic Unity” (p. 9))  Does the widespread occurence help us decipher anything about the basis of the Garden of Eden?
Obviously there are no "right answers" to these questions, but after you have discussed the topic I would like you to write a concise opinion paper that summarizes your views on the Garden of Eden.  I am looking for evidence that you can justify your views with quotes from the text, and material from class lectures, discussions, and readings.  Your paper should be 2-3 pages in length, typed, double-spaced, in a 12-point font.  Be sure to spell-check and proof-read what you have written; your grade will be based in part on organization, clarity, grammar, and spelling errors.  This paper is due at the start of class next Friday (Feb 9th).

