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The word "myth" is a. very queer word. If you look it up in the 

dictionary, you will find it define d as "a tale, a. fabric ation, usually 

i nvokin g the supernatural to explain natural phenomena.". This definition 

is literally correct, or a.t least as correct as a. dictionary definition 

can hope to be . You can test it for yourself; just see how neatly it 

fits t he "myth of the state" we are going to talk about toni ght. And 

yet , the rhetorical emphasis on the definition and its propagandistic 

aim are the exact opposite of what we tod ay usually me an when we talk 

about t he myth. What the s tand ard defin i tion conveys is that myth is a 

silly superstition, an old- wi ves' tale. At best it is tolerated a s a. 

harml e ss fli ght of fancy, a.s an ornament, a glittering trinket for 

children or for the le i sure hours of the tired businessman. At worst, 

i t is condemned as the invention of unscrupulous quacks--greedypriests, 

powe r-hungry demagogues, ruthle ss cap i talists - -who use it to frighten 

the gullible, uneducated and stupid into submission and tribute . 

Now I am not saying that myth cannot be abused or mi s used--in f act, 

in talking about the myt h of t he state t he main question is precisely: 

what is t he proper, the right us e of t he myth, and what is demago gic, 

obscurantist, tyrannica l misus e ? But when we use the te r m "myth" we

are nevertheless not talking about a superst ition or an old-wive s' ta l e . 

We t a lk about something that is r eal, rational and true : the symbol ica l 

expr e ssion of an exper i ence common to a ll men. 

The r ad ical change in the connotation of the term means a radical

c hange in ba sic philosophical concept s and be liefs, ab ove all in the 

concept of humannature--a shift f rom a philosophy that s ee s man a s 

r e as on, with the r es t of his be i ng : body, emotions, experience, either 
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an illus ion or a weaknes s, to a philosophic a l position whic h aga i n attempt 

to see all of man, that is to see a being. The myth, as even the extreme 

18th ce.ntury r ation alists saw de a ls wi th experience. I t de a l s withvrhat 

we know, not with what we can deduce or prove . Experience is not r eason, 

it is experience . To the Cartesian r a tionalist an d to his succe ssor, the 

German id ealist phi losophe r, r eality, t r uth and va lidity existed only in 

r eas on , and r eason could only be applied to what was i n reason to begin 

with. There wa s no br i dge f rom the truth of r eason to t he illus i ons and 

phanta sma of experi enc e . Experien ce was not just non-rational , i t was 

irrational . And the myth was worse : it was a lie . For every myt h 

a ttempts to present the non-rationa l E. xperi ence in a form i n which r eason 

can go to work on it. And that, t o the r ationalist or idealist is, from 

his po int of v i ew, t he vro rs t crime ; it is a dishonesty which c o.n only have 

the purpose of enslaving r eason . 

The moment , howe ve r, we s ee man again as a be in g--a s a cr eatur e which 

has existenc e r athe r than as an isolated particle of reason, the myth be comes 

central The myth symbolize s tho ba sic experience of our existence as a 

be ing; and by symbo li zi n g i t opens experience to r eason. I t makes it 

possible for r eason t o understand and to ana l yze our exper i enc e , to 

critici s e , di r ect and change our re action to experience. Instead of being 

irrational, thG myth is seen a s a great r a tion alis er, the br i dge be tween 

experience and r e ason . 

The myth makes it possible fo r our reason t o order exper i enc e i n a 

r ational, meaningfu l way, that is , it make s poss i b l e the ritual. It enab l es 

our reason to direct and to determine our r eac tion to experience; by 

makin g us understand what it i s we know fr om our . experien ce , i t makes

possib l e action which i s our t e r m fo r moveman t direc t ed by r ea son , when 

otherwise therewould only have been superstition. 
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without the myth we would be slaves to panic; the myth enab l e s man 

to walk upright; it libe r a tes his reason from the n ame less t error of the

incomprehen sible outsid e and in. 

It is beca use it is so re a l, so central so potent, that I say

"beware of the Mythtt . Because it is the basis of a ll ritual and of all

institutions, it is a ll-important tha t it be a true myth, truly inte r-

pre t e d. For a false myth, or one that is inte rpr e t e d falsely, is the 

most vicious, the most destructive thing we know. But, you may a sk, how 

c an a myth be true or false? Isn't it an open contradiction to apply 

such philosophical or ethica l v a lue terms to experience ? But the myth 

is not just experience; it is the symbolical expression of expe rie nce, 

which means tha t the myth itse lf is a lready a product of our consciousne ss, 

of our r e ason , of our belie fs, the product of a decision wha t is 

r e l e v ant in our e xperience and what our exper i e nc e actua lly means And 

thi s a pplie s with even gr eater force to the interpretat ion of the myth, 

that is to ritua l and action

You c a n s ay tha t any myth is a v a lid myth if it has stood the 

pragmatic test the testof time . It co u ld not have survived unle ss it 

expres s e d in o. plausible symbol an experience common to the human s peci e s. 

The myth always r a is e s the right que stions, always reg i sters the right 

s e ismic d is turbance s; but it does not by necessity give the right answers

I n f act, it gives no answers at a ll. Tho answers are given by our 

interpretation of the myth and of the experience it expre sses; they are 

given , in brie f, by philosophy and the ology, the two discipline s which 

a re exclusive ly con ce rn ed with the analysis, inte rpr e tation and critique 

of the basicmyth . These answe rs may be ri ght, but they may also be 

wr ong, dene nd ent up on the pri nciples, methods and aimes of the ph ilosophe r 

a nd theologian.
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All this, a s you may not have r eal is ed , has b e en b y way of 

i ntr oduction to my a ssignment ton i ght , to speak on the "Myth of t he State".

The people who fi rst talked of the s t a te a s a myth d i d not understand t he 

t e rm to mean what I make it me a n . On t he contrary, by calling t he s t a t e 

a myt h the y meant to say that t he r e really is no s uch thin g a sa state , 

that the r e a re only i nd ividu a l s exis ting by themselves, and that it i s a 

lie and wors e to pretend that t he re is a state . Ne v Grthe l e s s, the state 

i s a true myth in the sense i n which I have be en using the t e r m. The 

e xpe ri enc e of be longi ng t o a group , the experience t hat the group is r e a l , 

has existence and ha s definite qua l i t i e s and , you might eve n s ay , has

a body is one e v e ryone of us ho. s had. And we also kn ow, beyond rational

pr oof and be yond cont r adi ction , that t he r e are situa ti ons in whi c h thi s 

phenomenon we call "group" has mor e reali ty and more life than t he 

i n divid ua l , s i tua tions i n which t he individual is willing t o die so that

the group may live . You may try to e xpla in this phenomenon rationally

and develop t he state from the biological ne ce ssity of the familyto c a r e 

f or i nf ant and nursin g mother, or from the utilita ri an principle that

half a lo o.f is b e t te r than no bread at all. But you won ' t ge t ve ry far

this way. certainlyyou c ou l d not e xpl a in r a t i ono. lly tho. t c en t r a l 

politica l e xpe rience , the e xpe r i enc e we c a ll "allegiance". You can only 

de ny t hat there is such a ba sic experience, that the r e is anything but 

t he i nd ividuo.1--but that ma kes li t tle mo r e sense than to de ny any othe r 

basic experience, such as that of our senses; it a lso makes yo u incapable

of any politic a l ef f e c t i vene s s and action. I f yo u are in politics, yo u 

mus t a cce pt the reality of t he or gan i ze d group a s a b a sic e xpe ri enc G of

man's life . You must a c ce pt t he myt h of t h e sta t e a s a real myth , that

is a sa symbolical e xpr e s sion of a gen u ine e xpe rienc e , common to a ll of 

u s . 
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And it is a real · myth, a ccordin g e ven to the dictionary de finition 

I gave you a the beginning: "a tale a f abr ica tion, i nvoki ng the 

supernatural to explain a natural phenomenon". We ma y n ot c on sciously 

personifythe state a s supernatural, though the process that gave us t he 

person of Uncle Sam and t he symbolism o f the flag is probably not so ve ry 

different f rom that that gave our ancestors the corn- godd e ss or the 

Sacred Oak of Dodona. But eve n withol1t tho externals of personific a tion, 

we see the state as a supernatural be in g . we endow i t wi th immortality

and, thoughwe cannot s ee it, we gi v e it realityand e ffective ne ss, wh i c h 

means that we give i t t he invisible b ody of t he supernatural. Al l this, 

however, does not mean, a s the rationalists thought , that we deal with a

me r e s upe rstit ion which d issolve s before the li ght of lo gic and r e a son. 

I t means, on the c ontr a ry, that we are up against a realitya nd that t he 

myth alone mak e s it possible for us to deal with it rationally.

It makes no s ense then , to que st ion whether there is a state or 

whether there should b e one . The very fact that we have the myth of the 

state s hews that the on ly question that is mean i ngfu l is: what myth 

should we have and how s hou l d we i nt erpret it, t o have a true myth and

a true state ? often the answers have been gi ven in an i nd ire c t form, 

that i s by changing tho title of the myth, by puttin g a diffe r ent te r m 

fo r "state"--tribe, polis, socie t y , law, nation r ac e , e tc. Of cours e , 

each new title starts out wi th a d i ffe r nt meaning and is bro u ght in with

a d e f i n i t e propagandistic pur pos e . But ve r y so on the same old ques tions 

come up i n conne ction with the n ew title whic h, to answer once and for 

all, t he new t itle had been devised for. Hence we hav e always been 

forc e d to do the job the hard way that is, by workin g out t he answers

ours e l ve s . 
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This job of working out the answers has been the central perhaps t he 

on ly problem of po litica l philosophy ove r the ages Ther efor e I can hardly 

be expected to give yo u the solution in the feminutes l e ft to me tonight

But there s eem to me to be implicit in the fact that it is a myth, c ertain 

absolut e prerequisites f or a true interpr et ation of the myth of the state

Firs t , t he organized gro up is undoubtedly a r eality, not a fiction, an

elementaryexperience not some thing deduced, derived or secondary Man is 

by nat ur e a socia l anima l, a "zoon politican". He doe s not exist except 

i n the group. Any interpretation of the myth which doe s not acce pt that

seems to me prima f acie invalid and untrue , and like ly to lead to untold 

ha rm. But s econdly, the very f act that we have a mythof the stat e , that 

is that we can r ationalise our experience, also shows that man is not al l 

politica l animal, and that his existence is not described or circumscribed 

by his be longin g to t he group. Ants and bee s ar e a much social animals

as man An ant or a bee can even overthrow the ruler of the swarm and

establish his own r u lorshipe but only man can change the basic ord er of 

t he group itself, only man has the myth of the stat e . Hence man is a lso 

and always nota poli tical animal tha t exists i n the group, he also and

always exists outside the group, t h'.l.t is as an indivirlual. Fin a lly, the 

myth of the sta t e expressesa lways t he uon-be longing, the non- a llegiance 

to a ll t he othe r groups. It establishes a group ritual, it leads to 

gro up action , but at the s ame time it 6xclud e s from group ritua l a nd opposes 

gro up ac t i on. Yet, the very fact that it is univers a l myth expre ssin g an 

experience corrunon to allmen, bl ack, brown and white , Ame ric an, Russian or 

Hottentot, shows conclusively that as in allother e ssenti a l experiences

of human existenc e , we are alike in our politica l experie nc e . No myth of 

the stat e , I submit, could be a true myth or be truly interpreted unle ss 
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it express 6d the fact of separationof group from group . But no myth 

of the state could be a true one unless i t also expressed our common 

humanity. In fine , the myth of the state to be a t r ue myth, t r uly 

i nt erpr eted, has to e xpr es s symboli cally the po l ari ty of human e xis t ence . 

and in the last analysis t o expres s symbo lically thatman i s adua l 

bei ng by hi s na tur e--an i ma l and i nd i vi dua l at the same t i me--i s the 

basic pur pose of all myth. 




