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18/SUBLIMINAL POLITICS 

generally told complete with a beginning, a middle, and an end. 19 As a

result, a myth conveys the impression of a complete entity in which

everything fits comfortably with everything else. By associating things

with one another, parts of the story that alone might appear imprecise

and incredulous assume the apearance of authenticity. Apocryphal

tales, such as that Betsy Ross sewed the first American flag at the re­

quest of George Washington, that the Liberty Bell cracked at the

stress of proclaiming American independence (no record exists that

the bell chimed at all during the period, but there is ev�dence that it

cracked in 1835 while tolling for Chief Justice John Marshall's fu­

neral), and that independence came on July 4, 1776 (the Declaration

was adopted on July 2 and announced on July 8, but the date of the

signing is questionable), are much more plausible when blended into a

single myth of the Revolution than when related in isolation.

Fourth, myths are taken-! or-granted realities. That is, once peo­

ple believe in a myth, their skeptical sense vanishes, they accept it as

fact, and-most i�portantly-the invented reality becomes reality

itself, the only reality. Put differently, in creating myths, we invent

realities, forget that they are inventions, and then experience our crea­

tions as something out there that is-for the life of the myth-the one,

fixed, permanent reality of things. 20 This contributes to a fifth im­

plication, that myths are pragmatic: "A myth is told," notes Tudor,

''not for the sake of amusement, but in order to promote some prac­

tical purpose."21 If myths were popularly accepted simply as folk tales,

they would be little more than entertainment. But when accepted as

reality, they can be employed by all manner of persons-demagogues,

pitchmen, con artists, hucksters, soothsayers-to serve selfish ends

and by all manner of other people purporting more reputable, altru-

istic ends. 
Flowing from our definition and its attendant implications is

one other point: that mythical and scientific thinking are related but

distinct activities. They are related in that, for one thing, they are both

modes of knowing-that is, ways of representing, describing, explain­

ing, and interpreting observed phenomena. They are, as Frazer

asserted in The Golden Bough, natural, human efforts to understand

the world. Moreover, even though it produced vexation for Cassirer to

face it, mythical and scientific thought rest side by side in modern

civilizations. 

Nimmo and Combs/19 

But the two modes of knowing differ in critical respects. As we 
have reiterated, and as Tudor summarizes so well, "A myth, I suggest, 
4s an interpretation of what the mythmaker (rishtly or wrongly) takes 
to be hard fact. It is a device men adopt in order to come to grips with 
reality; and we can tell that a given account is myth, not by the 
amount of truth it contains, but by the fact that it is believed to be true 
and, above all, by the dramatic form into which it is cast."22 In myth, 
the mode of knowing is supplanted by the belief that something is 
forever known. By contrast, in scientific thought, knowledge is not 
fixed but tentative; the search for understanding is not closed but for­
ever open; constructions are not taken as real but are subject to ex­
perimentation and novel, truth-defying reconstructions. Moreover, 
the realities created by scientific thought about some phenomena are 
plural, each being recognized as but one of possible multiple inter­
pretations of the event. In myth, there is but one interpretation, one 
reality of what happened. Finally, although the scientific .enterprise 
can certainly be described in dramatic terms, scientific accounts are 
seldom cast in dramatic form with a beginning, a middle, and an end 
and with acts, scenes, agents, agencies, and purposes. 

As activities, then, mythical and scientific thought are related, 
but different. Bear in mind, however, that there is a mythical dimen­
sion to scientific thought. That possibility has been suggested by many 
philosophers of science, most notably in America by Thomas Kuhn in 
his pro:vocative The Structure of Scief!tific Revolutions. 23 Kuhn notes 
the tendency for science to become "normal," to engage in the per­
functory verification of dominant theoretical outlooks in any 
historical period. During such a period, there is a reigning "para­
digm," a general agreement among scientists on theories, problem 
areas, methods, and techniques of inquiry and analysis. The paradigm 
is the common, shared set of beliefs of the scientific community. Are 
paradigms myths? If scientists close the door to alternative, novel, 
competing possibilities, the two may indeed be synonymous, at least 
to the degree that each becomes the "reality" they think they know. 
We think that may happen with some frequency in the social sciences 
directed at understanding American politics, a point we explore fully 
in Chapter 7. For now, however, we merely raise the possibility to cau­
tion against making the myth-science distinction too facile. Indeed, 
one of America's foremost social scientists, Talcott Parsons, has writ-
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