
“MYTH” IN POLITICS 
Daniel C. Maguire 

The Government fashions an imaginary world that pleases 
it, and then conies to believe in the reality of that world 
and acts a h  though it were real. 

-Hans J.  hlorgenthau, New York 
Times Magazine, April 18, 1965. 

\\70rds are like people: tljey have many relatives 
and companions. l\’hen you decide to marry a word 
to your particular purpose, it is thus well to make 
clenr in advance that it is the word you want and 
not ’the whole family of associations. ‘‘Myth,” of 
course, is a much-used and well-battered word. But 
in spite of varied usage, “myth” remains in lin- 
guistic currency and, if carefully defined, can be 
serviceable. 

hfyth, in m y  usage, is this: It is a complex of 
feelings, attitudes, symbols, memories, and expe- 
rienced relationsliips through which reality is re- 
fracted, filtered, and interpreted. That, admittedly, 
is n mouthful; let me justify it by suggesting where 
myth, thus defined, fits into the processes of man’5 
knowing. 

I t  is a dangerous fallacy to think of the mind as 
a docile camera or a mirror that passively and ac- 
curately reflects things back to us a s  they are. 
Human perception is active and not just receptive. 
That which is becoming known is related to the 
already known. We know in the same way that we 
define, by relating one thing to another. Relating 
one thing to others is not something that we do 
after we come to know the thing in isolation. Relat- 
ing is essential to the knowing process; we know by 
relating. 

It makes sense, then, to say that knowing is re- 
lational and dynamic. When an object becomes 
known it is brought into a community of other 
kno\yns, to be set in a meaning-giving, already 
familiar context. The esperience of meaning derives 
from seeing things as fitting into and relating to 
the overall universe of our knowledge. Even if 
something new is known, it is given meaning and 
it makes sense only when we see that it somehow 
relates to the already known. Otherwise the new - 

item is like the proverbial man from Mars, meaning- 
less and disturbing. 

Myth is one mental mechanism that serves to give 
meaning. If, as I have said, whatever serves to give 
u s  the esperience of meaning is valuable, so myth 
is valuable. Experience equips all of us with count- 
less myths. New experiences and data are fed into 
our operative myths and thus acquire relationship 
and meaning. This is not to say that the experience 
of meaning achieved by way of myth is necessarily 
objective or true. A myth may give us a fallacious 
experience of meaning by relating a new experience 
to irrelevant attitudes, symbols, memories, and 
stories. 

The feminists in our midst, for example, are pre- 
sently reminding 11s that the notion of woman (in 
both male and female heads) is heavily rnythcd. 
The myths of womanhood to which we are heir tell 
us that woman is essentially a creature of “die 
Kuche, die Kirche, und die Kinder”; that these are 
the realities that identify the woman properly; that 
when these realities engage her she is most per- 
fectly revealed in her true meaning as a person. 
They tell 11s that if she is doing something else- 
like becoming a surgeon, or n politician, or an 
astronaut-we may indeed applaud her feat. But 
thinking through the myth, we know that she is 
doing these things “even though” she is a woman. 
The “even though” is not going to be explicit 
(especially in these days), but an honest scrutiny 
of our unspoken consciousness would show that 
the “even. though” is there. (If any man doubts the 
presence of “die Kiiche” myth of womanhood in 
himself, let him ask how he would feel if the 
President, all of his cabinet, and 98 per cent of his 
Congress were women instead of men! To most 
honest men, an unthinkable thought; the myths will 
not permit it.) 

At one time the “Kuche” myth may have been a 
good myth that truly characterized the best possibil- 
ities of woman in a certain milieu. It may have 

This article is adaptcd from a coninlent Daniel 
Maguire has prepared for a forthcoming CRIA pub- 
lication, “Story” in Politics by Michael Novak, with 
additional commentaries. 

represented the only way to apportion roles and 
understnnd one’s nature in particular social contexts. 
Xilaybe. But now the realization is growing bright 
that the context has changed and the myth has not. 
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The real, existent possibilities of woman are not 
now appreciated directly but are viewed, rather, 
through the filter of old myths. 

The “Kuche” myth illustrates some of the im- 
portant characteiistics of myths in general. Myths 
are stubborn. They are deep-rooted and strong. No 
wonder the feminists are shrill! Data which does 
not fit the view enshrined in the myth is simply 
expelled. “Die Kuche” myth also illustrates, quite 
importantly, that myths can be wrong even when 
well-grounded in history and widely held. 

But myths can also be good and true and helpful. 
Take the myth of “the good old American know- 
how.” “The difficult we do immediately, the impos- 
sible takes a little longer,” goes the rhetoric of the 
myth, and there is no sinall grounding for it, given 
the variety of American exploits in technology and 
i n  attempts at democracy. Indeed, in various fields 
of technology where signal successes have been 
achieved, confidence had not been suggested by 
the manifest data of the situation but rather by 
the myth, which buoyed the participants and car- 
ried them to success. It is to be remembered, how- 
ever, that the “American know-how” myth has been 
less felicitous in foreign policy decisions where 
sensitivity to the foreign situation was needed, 
and not the myths of the American psyche. This 
myth also illustrates that the same myth can be 
helpful or unhelpful, depending on the context. 

hfcjths in the political arena. Wartime is very 
mytLogenetic, illustrating in an extreme form how 
myth can dominate individual and social cognition. 
The causes regularly cited for the Spanish-American 
\Var, for example, are the extreme harshness of 
Spain’s Cubn policy, the leaked and published letter 
of the minister in Washington that insulted Presi- 
dent McKinley, and the sinking of the Maine with 
the attendant loss of 266 American lives. But these 
causes do not provide an adequate explanation of 
the consequent military outburst. A new government 
had just come to power in Spain that appeared to 
lie more moderate in its attitude toward Cuba; 
the imprudent minister was immediately removed 
with proper apologies; and, as George Kennan says 
of the Maine: 

. . , there has never been any evidence that the Spanish 
government had anything to do with the sinking of the 
vessel. . . . Spanish authorities, as well as our own consul- 
general in Havana, had begged us not to send the vessel 
there at that time for the very reason that they were afraid 
this might lead to trouble. The Spanish government did 
everything in its power to mitigate the effects of the catas- 
trophe, welcomed investigation, and eventually offered to 
submit the whole question of responsibility to international 
arbitration-an offer we never accepted. 
Possibilities of fruitful negotiations with Spain 

were ignored, alternatives to war were bypassed. 
Demonological myths about the Spanish, and ro- 
mantic martial myths obsessed the popular con- 
sciousness; myth-based hysteria prevailed in the 
press, the populace, and the Congress. Expansionist 
myths were also at work, and before long the 
Philippines were seized and put under the Ameri- 
can flag. Any “hard-nosed,” rational, realist explana- 
tion of this whole adventure which ignored the 
operation of myth would necessarily fail, for one 
cannot ignore the myths that affected national cogni- 
tion in that hysterical moment. As Milton Mayer 
has said, “Hysterical peoples-like hysterical per- 
sons-may not be expected to know that they are 
hysterical.” Neither are persons or peoples in the 
grips of distorting myths likely to diagnose their 
own condition. Too often it is only fierce tragedy 
that ultimately jars a mind free of its baneful myths. 

World 14’ar I is an illustration of new myths 
succeeding old myths in such a way that the mythic 
influence allows persons to be totally unaware of 
the sudden inconsistency and discontinuity in their 
outlook and behavior. At the time the war was 
erupting, Americans were safely caught up in the 
myths of idealistic isolation; Wilson was re-elected 
on the grounds that “He kept us out of war.” But 
when events unsettled our neutralist stance a whole 
new mythology came to be: The world was to be 
made safe for democracy. ( I t  might have been said, 
with greater accuracy, that the world was to be 
made safe for shipping, but American martial 
myths are mystical in tone and we do not stoop to 
the pragma of mere and mortal nations.) 

In this same period the reality of the German 
people was filtered through new myths. Germans- 
who had been rather admired for their industry and 
scientific skill-became Huns; the German language 
became taboo; sauerkraut had to be renamed ‘lib- 
erty cabbage.” And religion animated many of the 
war myths, as it tends always to do in times of great 
crisis. Revealing are the words of the Bishop of 
London: “As I have said a thousand times, I look 
upon it as a war for purity, I look upon everyone 
who dies in it as a martyr.” The madness of much of 
this is apparent to those not gripped in the myths 
of that day. At  the time, however, all the moves 
seemed to the movers to be the product of tough 
and E:. ctical realism. Indeed, the sanctimonious 
approach to foreign policy that is typically Ameri- 
can demands that it be defensively draped in the 
regalia of realism. That we are realists in our wars 
is a popular and untrue myth; the realists have 
not yet had their war. 

It would be a mistake to feel that only the masses 
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are prey to perverting myths, for prestige and 
high office lend no immunity. Recall the response 
of the United States Supreme Court in the case 
of Korematsu. Korematsu was one of the 112,OOO 
Japanese-Americans who were quite literally cor- 
ralled in 1942 and kept in stables and stalls far 
from their West Coast homes on order of the West- 
ern Command of the Army of the United States. 
These persons were imprisoned without charges or 
recourse to due process simply because they were 
part of “an enemy race.” A Supreme Court majority 
ruled that it could not “reject as unfounded the 
judgment of the military authorities.” Explain that, 
if you can, without the category of myth or story. 

With mercy toward all readers, I will limit myself 
to one more example of myth in action. I refer to 
a classic in political mythology, President Lyndon 
Johnson’s speech at Johns Hopkins University in 
1965. The Crusade in Vietnam was young when 
this speech was delivered; the President had only 
to defend the deaths of 400 Americans. But myths 
were present in full flower in this influential and 
revealing address, and they support my contention 
that even Vietnam has not been a realist’s war. Here 
the realities of Vietnam were being filtered through 
the myths and stories generated in other times and 
places. And as usual, the mythic interpretation smoth- 
ered dissimilarities and false historical analogies: 

This is the principle [freedom] for which our ancestors 
fought in the valleys of Pennsylvania. 

W e  must say in Southeast Asia as we  did in  Europe. . . . 
We have it [responsibility] for the same reason we have a 
responsibility for the defense of freedom in Europe. 

The sanctimonious righteousness of America’s 
messianic purpose is clear in the speech even when 
one cannot hear the unctuous tone of its delivery: 

W e  want nothing for ourselves. 

. , , we fight for principles, rather than territory or colonies. 
Our patience and determination are unending. 

We have no temtory there, nor d o  we seek any. 

. . . no nation need ever fear that we desire their land, or 
to impose our will, or to dictate their institutions. 

W e  are there because we have a promise to keep. 

Somewhat discordantly, the President added: “We 
will do this because our own security is at stake.” 
( A t  times the myths, like the gods, collide with one 
another.) 

Our intentions are not just good but blessed and 
religiously motivated: 

. . . in the words of the Bible: “Hitherto shalt thou come, 
but no further.” 

. . . it is our best and prayerful judgment . . . [concerning 
the need for bombing]. 

W e  may well be living in the time foretold many years 
ago when it was said: “I call heaven and earth to record 
this day against you. . . .” 
Hans Morgenthau warned in 1965 about govern- 

ment’s “tendency to conduct foreign and military 
policy not on their own merits, but as exercises in 
public relations.” This was written before the Nixon 
presidency, where the public relations concern is an 
obsession and a way of life. The Nixon Administra- 
tion is skilled in the art of propaganda-to use 
hoarier and more descriptive term. They have 
learned that if you tweak a few symbols in the con- 
sciousness of the body politic and evoke the appro- 
priate myths, mass compliance is  your reward. 
Evocative words are everywhere: bugging out, 
never lost a war, pride and honor, American lives, 
freedom, democracy, la& and order. With the proper 
myths to pervade the atmosphere, disagreeable facts 
will not register in any significant way. Conson, 
My Lai, and the deaths of over 700,000 persons will 
scarcely make a blip on the popular psychic screen. 

?hhh A do h d  S k  ’ -2h c 4 * *  
&&WvnoGnr 
Because we were not fed by the German myths of 

the 1930’s and early 1940’s, we marvel at how good 
German folk could have stomached the atrocities of 
their government. Not caught by Soviet myths, we 
wondered how good Russians could be so little af- 
fronted by Budapest and by Prague. People who 
do not share our myths are wondering at us. 

Propaganda is powerful because it knows how to 
handle myths. If anything is more dangerous, it is 
the “realism” of analytical, reasonable men who 
abhor all this talk of story and myth and the un- 
tidiness such terms bring to policy discussions. No 
one is free of myths; they are part of our way of 
knowing. As we demythologize, we remythologize. 
Our only hope is reflection and a cultivated love for 
exposure to facts, especially threatening facts that 
disturb our schemes, But the man who thinks his 
reason is untrammeled by myth is a fool, and a 
dangerous one at that. 
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