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FOREWORD

Academic studies—international relations (IR), security studies, political
science, public policy studies, and other social sciences—are fully taken
up with articulating things, ideas, events, and so on in words. Even the
renewed attention to the material aspects of the social world and visual
methods for studying them has not—and cannot—displace our engage-
ment with spoken and written language as the medium through which we
communicate. Such verbalisation requires that knowing and its communi-
cation be made explicit. And yet in that focus on the explicit rendering of
acts, events, ideas, thoughts, experiences, and so on another dimension of
human life is disappeared: tacit knowledge and its place in human affairs.

Both the concept of tacit knowledge and Michael Polanyi’s (1966)
exploration of it, which are central to this realm of inquiry, remain
underutilised resources in analysing the social world and, in particular, its
political dimensions. So the notion that we might communicate with one
another through silences perhaps seems odd, or even an oxymoron. But
this is, as I have argued elsewhere and as the chapters in this book attest,
precisely what political, organisational, societal, and what might be called
theoretical myths enable.

Not everything worth studying is rendered explicit, in words.
Legislators, other state actors, and community and social movement lead-
ers know this. Studying such phenomena also has methodological—that
is, both ontological and epistemological—implications. As Polanyi (1967,
300) put it:
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The fact that we can possess knowledge that is unspoken is of course a
common-place and so is the fact that we must know something yet unspo-
ken before we can express it in words. It has been taken for granted in the
philosophical analysis of language in earlier centuries, but modern positivism
has tried to ignore it, on the grounds that tacit knowledge was not acces-
sible to objective observation. The present theory of meaning [ ... ] assigns a
firm place to the inarticulate meaning of experience and shows that it is the
foundation of all explicit meaning.

In collective settings such as communities, polities, and organisations,
the public sharing of some ideas may become taboo when sufficient con-
sensus has not (yet) been established to support such articulation. And
yet, such ideas can still be known—tacitly, and knowledge is capable of
being shared, by being communicated ‘tacitly’. That ideas can be com-
municated through tacit means underlies the concept of ‘dog-whistling’
in politics (e.g. Safire 2008; Haney-Lopez 2014): a way of communi-
cating to particular population groups while bypassing others for whom
those ideas counter widely held values and norms, such that their explicit
expression would incur cost of one sort or another (e.g. public sanction,
derision, loss of face, etc.).

One of the key modes for the tacit communication of tacitly known
ideas may usefully be called myths. As found in polities, organisations, or
societies more broadly, such myths work to divert attention from what
cannot, or should not, be said—if one wishes to preserve the illusion of
commonality, of unity, and of collective peace. Myths are framing devices;
they direct attention to certain features of their focus, while diverting it
from other features. Myths block further inquiry, redirecting attention
from expressions that might pose danger to the collective, because they
challenge accepted views, towards things that are perceived to be more
palatable, less threatening. Myths can be used to ‘explain’ states’ origins,
for example, when these are contested, or to account for organisations’
operations in problematic situations. Myths can certainly be created for
strategic purposes. Still, organisational and policy myths are not always
intentionally designed with some strategy in mind, but emerge through
less consciously explicit, intersubjective processes as people engage prob-
lematic situations. An example from my research illustrates this.

During a field study of the Israel Corporation for Community Centers
(ICCC; matnassim in Hebrew), I found the Executive Director repeat-
ing, at the close of the annual meeting of all agency staff, the question,
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‘What are our goals?’ That made sense in the first few years, I thought;
but why would he still need to ask it in year 10? Wouldn’t—shouldn’t—
an organisation know its goals after a decade of operations? I came to
see this as an organisational myth: the ICCC had been created to imple-
ment certain national policies concerning immigrant integration, through
largely non-formal educational programmes; yet the structural problems
of ‘absorbing’ immigrants and the limited resources the ICCC had been
given constrained their ability to demonstrate achievement of this policy
goal. Paradoxically, the ritual of asking that question, annually, in the set-
ting of that meeting, at its high point, effectively blocked further inquiry
into the impossibility of the organisation achieving its mandate under the
circumstances at hand (Yanow 1992, 1996; Chap. 7).

Another dimension of myths—the indeterminacy of their meaning—is
illustrated, inadvertently, in another part of my work. While teaching in
The Netherlands in 1994, a series of experiences opened my eyes to the
extent to which the state’s Jews lived, still, in a sort of hiding from their
Christian and secular Dutch neighbours, something that I could not easily
reconcile with what I and other Americans ‘knew’ about the state—that
it had been, and was, a great friend and protector of its Jewish residents.
Trying to puzzle out where that notion came from, I hit on the role that
Anne Frank’s diary—the book, but also its theatre and film versions—
played in shaping American Jews’ images of Holland. The diary focused
on the role of those who sustained the Frank family and others hiding
from the Nazis over many months, at risk to their own lives. At the same
time, however, it diverted attention from the fact that a Dutch person
revealed them to the authorities, leading to the murder in the Bergen-
Belsen concentration camp of all but Anne’s father. I entitled my essay
on this exploration “The Anne Frank myth’ (Yanow 2000). To my utter
astonishment and horror, I discovered around 2007 that the title had
been taken up by Neo-Nazis as evidence supporting their claim that the
Third Reich’s ‘plot’ to eliminate the Jewish people was a mythic invention
perpetrated by ... whomever. Not only is meaning indeterminate, then,
but myth-creators and -users have no control over how their intended
meaning(s) will be read by others.

Myth can be a useful concept not only in analysing societal, policy,
and organisational settings, but also in interrogating academic discourses.
There, myths enable the perpetuation of theories that have been success-
fully challenged by other theories and which therefore should have been
relinquished, but as they continue to do some sort of persuasive explana-
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tory work for some portion of that epistemic community the latter are
not prepared to give them up. The example that comes most readily to
hand is the continued belief in the unity of science, in falsifiability, in the
possibility of objective knowledge from outside the study of human acts—
all those ideas that are the heritage of logical positivist and neo-positivist
thinking, which continue to bedevil various political science practices. For
a current example, see Jeftery Isaac’s (2015) editorial arguing against the
implications of those ideas for journal practices. To take another example,
to the extent that there is also a creation myth for IR, as this volume’s
editor argues (see Bliesemann de Guevara, Chap. 1), it most likely persists
not only ‘despite’ evidence to the contrary, but because it does presum-
ably important, or possibly even necessary, work for the discipline, perhaps
including bracketing further inquiry that might reveal IR to be naked in
some sense, like the emperor parading around without clothes. But as
Vickers (n.d.) pointed out with respect to the emperor parading around
without clothes, there are times when the crowd needs to believe that their
naked ruler is fully clothed, contrary visual evidence notwithstanding.

This is also the downside of myths’ work: they are a conservative enter-
prise, standing in the way of new thinking and social change until the
collective is more ready to contemplate it and act accordingly. Consider
the civil rights movement in the USA: the myth of the colour line—attri-
butions of negative behavioural and cognitive traits to African Americans
and other Americans of perceptually non-European heritage—preserved
the status quo, diverting attention from social injustices and constitutional
violations, and preventing change; opposition, and consensus around it,
grew over time, but their articulation—which fundamentally challenged
entrenched ways of doing things—entailed countless physical beatings and
loss of life. Making explicit the tacit knowledge underpinning political and
other myths, then, is not always without cost.

What are we to make of this book’s notion that myths are very real
elements of, and indeed central to, contemporary life? The idea, the very
language, poses a challenge to the emotionless reason and ‘objectivity’
that are understood to be the hallmarks of science. Here is where the
methodological orientation of interpretive inquiry comes into play, given
its central tenet that ‘expressive’ dimensions of human experience, includ-
ing myths, are as central to social and political life as rational planning and
policy-making, and that these can be studied ‘scientifically’ even when
encompassing not only ‘facts’, but values (e.g. Rabinow and Sullivan
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1985 /1979, Polkinghorne 1983; Hiley et al. 1991; Yanow and Schwartz-
Shea 2014; Bevir and Rhodes 2016).

The concept of myth has, of course, an ancient history in the study of
literature. Consider the Greek and Roman mythologies, of which Edith
Hamilton, for instance, wrote. Anthropologists brought a parallel concept
to the study of contemporary cultures, studying, for example, the mythical
traditions of the Navajos or the Hindus. As interesting as these narratives
are, however, they have the effect of exoticising ‘myth’; suggesting that it
is something long ago or far away. Moreover, their anthropological-literary
treatment features the story character of myths. Stories and narratives and
their telling are surely one form of myth. Yet the idea of myth that many of
the chapters here explore is not coeval with Hamilton’s Greek and Roman
myths, or the myths and mythologies of American Indian tribes that so
captivated early generations of anthropologists (on one version of this dis-
ciplinary history, see Cowan et al. 1986). Those myths are clearly stories,
and they were often recited on ritual or ceremonial occasions.

The sorts of myths engaged in this book—political, organisational,
societal—are infrequently storied. Such myths may have no plots; no char-
acters to be developed; no climaxes and resolutions, nor even beginnings,
middles, and ends, as so much of the story-telling and narrative meth-
ods literature requires, following an Aristotelian approach (see Shenhav
2015, 14, for an argument against that definition, given that we often do
not know how political ‘stories’ will end). Consider, for example, what I
would posit is a societal myth well entrenched in the state where I cur-
rently live: “The Netherlands is a tolerant society.” So much evidence has
emerged from the morass of silence, which contradicts this reputed toler-
ance—from the recovery of the state’s neglected history of slavery, to the
acknowledgement of its active role in helping the Nazis to round up Jews
and others for transport to concentration camps and certain death, to the
demonization of darker-skinned Dutch, including those from Antillean
and other backgrounds, which carries over into daily life from the annual
embrace of St. Nicholas’ helper Zwarte Piet/Black Pete—all of which
contradicts this reputed tolerance. The tolerance myth, as I will call it, is a
simple statement, not a story, not even an argument. It asserts a truth. And
in that assertion, it stops further inquiry into, and discourse concerning,
the intolerance embedded in celebrating, annually, ritually, the racialised
character of the white-skinned Netherlander putting on the black-face of
the slave. In this sort of analytical view of myths and the work they do for
collective life, such ritualised acts—those put into practice repeatedly, on
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regularised occasions—are seen as the manifestations of the ideas that their
associated myths embody.

These sorts of myths can block critical reflection into aspects of social,
political, or organisational life for which public consensus does not (yet)
hold. A simple statement—‘Our goals are ... >—can keep inquiry at bay,
thereby promoting the surface calm. Its form is neither reasoned argument
nor narratively delivered story. Theoretically distancing myths not only in
time and space but also in structural form work to ghettoise the concept,
keeping us from seeing the work that myth can do in contemporary social,
political, and organisational life and removing it from treatment in fields
of study other than literature and anthropology.

Some might argue that we should get rid of myths—that they are anti-
rationalist, perhaps even anti-scientific (or anti-science). This seems to me
to parallel the Aristotelian or more recent Davidsonian arguments con-
cerning metaphors: figures of speech that ‘merely’ decorate language that
without them would be transparent, clear, and concise—and closer to the
reasoned discourse of science. However, we do not, in fact, live in a tech-
nical-rational world, and, much like Monsieur Jourdain in Moliere’s play
Le Bourgeois Gentilbomme, we speak in metaphors all the time, as Lakoff
and Johnson (1980) have amply demonstrated—including in our scientific
writings and speakings (on this point, see e.g. Brown 1976; Gusfield 1976;
McCloskey 1985, 1994; Miller 1985, 1992; Schon 1979). QED—gquod
erat demonstrandum—then, with respect to the relative commonplaceness
of myths.

Why do myths persist? Because consensus concerning what the myth
masks is not yet sufficient, and because of a widespread fear that ‘speaking
truth to power’ (to borrow policy analyst Aaron Wildavsky’s book title)
will reveal the societal cracks that belief in that myth works to plaster over.
‘Myth’ need not mean ‘false belief” in an ideological, consciousness-rais-
ing sense. The concept has been theorised, too, in (structural-) functional-
ist ways, but it need not be. To ask what work myths do may serve similar
ends, although that approach shifts the ontological terrain (reinterpreting
and reframing the meaning of ‘function’). We need more systematic work
thinking through the relationships between ‘myth’ and ‘narrative’, explor-
ing the framing work that myths accomplish, and investigating the con-
ceptual links and distinctions between myths and other framing devices,
such as metaphors and rituals. That the concept has analytic purchase,
even power, is attested to by the empirical research presented in the chap-
ters in this book, some of which build on the approaches sketched out
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here, others of which develop other lines of thought. These several chap-
ters move the project of myth theorising and analysis further in these and
other important directions. They should inspire other theorists of contem-
porary human life to examine the concept’s utility for other settings and

other avenues of inquiry.

Dvora Yanow
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Myth and Narrative
in International Politics

Berit Bliesemann de Guevara

Myths are part and parcel of contemporary international politics, and they
are all around us. From the invocation of ‘the international community’
to talk of Afghanistan as a ‘graveyard of empires’ or home of ‘warlords’,
and from ideas of ‘antiseptic battlefields’ in modern warfare to concepts of
‘coordination’, ‘participation’ and ‘effectiveness’ in the work of interna-
tional organisations—international politics is replete with powerful narra-
tives and commonly held beliefs that qualify as myths.

Unlike their classical Greek and Roman predecessors, whose narrative
personae tended to be recruited from the exclusive circle of gods and
larger-than-life heroes, modern political myths are usually less excep-
tional in nature. Yet, despite their seeming banality, they nevertheless
constitute ‘myths’, understood by most modern theorists as either a
powerful paradigmatic narrative or a deeply engrained commonly held
belief (see Chap. 2).

This book explores how the theoretically informed study of myths can
enhance our understanding of international politics.

B. Bliesemann de Guevara (<)
Department of International Politics, Aberystwyth University, Aberystwyth, UK
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Wuat THis Book Is Asour

The conceptualisation of myth has a long, complex, and contested history.
The etymological and conceptual roots of myth reach back to Ancient
Greece, but much of the ‘modern construction of myth’ (Von Hendy
2002) is influenced by eighteenth-century Romanticism’s rediscovery and
reinvention of the concept and its subsequent adoption, adaptation, and
critique in works of theology, philosophy, psychology, literature, linguis-
tics, social anthropology, and politics [for overviews, see Flood (2013),
Lincoln (1999), Scarborough (1994), Segal (2004), and Von Hendy
(2002)]. Accordingly, definitions vary along lines of conceptualisations
of what myth is, what it does (functions/effects), how it can be studied
(methodology), and whether it should be judged as ‘ideological delusion’
or ‘necessary fiction’ (normative evaluation; Von Hendy 2002, 333-6). It
may have been due to the dizzying complexity and variety of conceptu-
alisations of myth that the concept has not resonated more widely in the
study of international politics so far.

The authors in this book make a virtue of this conceptual complexity.
On a theoretical and methodological level, they explore how myth-centred
approaches can enhance our general understanding of international
politics and world society. On an empirical level, they use these differ-
ent concepts to analyse specific contemporary myths with regard to the
agential-strategic, social-constructionist, and productive-performative
sides of myth making and usage, as well as to myths’ ideological, naturalis-
ing, and depoliticising and /or their constitutive, enabling, and legitimis-
ing functions in different fields of international politics.

The double finding of an ideological and a constitutive side of myths
runs through the book like a golden thread. This finding is not a contradic-
tion—indeed, despite all conceptual differences and nuances, twentieth-
century theories of myth in different disciplines share a general ‘persuasion
that “myth” is the socially significant product of humanity’s irrepressible
urge to construct meanings’ (Von Hendy 2002, 333). Ideology and con-
stitution are, in this context, to be seen as two sides of the same coin: “The
two parties [ the esteemers and the denigrators of myth ] are at odds only in
their moral assessment of this product’ (Von Hendy 2002, 333).

This points to another common denominator of this book: myths are
not understood as deviant exception, but as integral part of international
politics and the related academic knowledge production, and they are dif-
ferent from dominant logocentric understandings of knowledge. In this
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sense, the book challenges conventional understandings of international
politics by showing how powerful narratives and commonly held beliefs
provide the non-logocentric ‘glue’ for the contemporary sociopolitical
order, but possibly also the ‘dissolvent’ that may help altering it. It also
encourages rethinking ideas that are widely unquestioned by policy and
academic communities and shows what functions and effects these com-
monly held beliefs have in political and academic imagination and practice.
Finally, the book offers conceptual and methodological guidance on how
to make sense of different myth theories and how to employ them in
order to explore the powerful collective imaginations and ambiguities that
underpin international politics today.

Wuat THis Book Is Nor Asourt

With a concept as multi-facetted and widespread in common parlance
and academic study as myth, it is useful to briefly outline what this book
is not about. In International Relations literature, myths are strikingly
absent—some very notable exceptions apart (e.g. Loriaux 2008; Lynch
1999; Hobson 2012; Teschke 2003; Weber 2001). As a rhetorical device,
however, the term ‘myth’ enjoys some popularity in academic book titles,
where it is mainly used to denote the opposite of ‘reality” or ‘truth’, thus
often entailing notions of hollowness, (self-)deception, or outright lie.!
What distinguishes those works from the contributions to this book is
not necessarily the critical impetus that the myth-as-rhetoric connota-
tion carries, because a large number of modern myth theories have to
be understood as profound critiques of the ideological, naturalising, and
depoliticising functions of myth making, but rather their lack of founda-
tion in any myth theory. The contributions in this book are not about
the ‘uncovering’ of objective ‘truths’ behind the myths of international
politics, like this sort of positivist understanding of ‘myth’ would suggest.
Rather, authors are interested in the productive side of powerful narratives
and commonly held beliefs, which are neither true nor false but point to
different, more complex relationships between mythos and logos, and how
they crystallise in sociopolitical conditions. They also assume, to different
degrees, that their own knowledge production about international politics
is affected by, and contributes to, myth making.?

The contributions in this book are akin to studies of national myth mak-
ing, but the focus is decidedly zot on national myths or their international
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dimensions. National myths have garnered much more attention than their
international counterparts, most likely due to the shared origin of myth
and nation in Romanticism. National political myths are ubiquitous. They
are often encountered as represented in legend-like, historically simplify-
ing, or selective stories about the founding of the state or the homeland
of the nation, told around specific historical figures and events that were
crucial in these processes, and re-enacted in state rituals and ceremonies
on a regular basis (Bouchard 2013; Hosking and Schopflin 1997; Migdal
and Schlichte 2005, 22—4). In the United States, for instance, such foun-
dational myths include the ‘discovery” of America, the ‘Founding Fathers’,
the USA as a ‘melting pot’, and ‘the American West’ (Paul 2014).

National myths can have international dimensions or implications, espe-
cially when they are at the heart of international disputes over contested
state borders, territories, or citizenship, usually competing against con-
testants’ counter-myths. In the long-standing political conflict between
Ukraine and Russia, for instance, a ‘myth of ethnogenesis’ of the Ukrainian
people competes with the myth of a common origin of Ukrainians and
Russians in an ‘Old Rus nation’ (Smith et al. 1998). The ‘1389 Battle of
Kosovo’ myth at the heart of Serb national identity is another example of
a foundational myth with international implications, namely in the Kosovo
war and intervention in 1998-1999 (Kolstg 2005; cf. also Mertus 1999).
Despite their international ramifications, however, the competing myths
about Crimea and the Battle of Kosovo are first and foremost nation-
ally confined narratives, meaningful to Ukrainians and Russians, or Serbs,
respectively. On these grounds, they can easily be rejected as a sign of
‘historical revisionism’ or ‘ethnically grounded backwardness’ by Western
policymakers and scholars.

Mythology at the international level, however, where interactions
between states and societies are usually thought of in more rational-
utilitarian, rather than cultural-ideational terms, is much harder to pin
down. The contributions in this book make an effort to readjust the focus
to similarly powerful, but unrecognised myths at the international level.
The political myths studied here are international in that the groups who
share these myths are border-transgressing and /or in that the myths have
effects on the political conditions of world society, understood as the
totality of the international sociopolitical order with all its inherent con-
tradictions and inequalities.
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TaE CoNTRIBUTIONS IN THIS BoOK

The book is organised into three parts. Part I—Theoretical and
Methodological Foundations—explores different theories and methods for
the study of myth in international politics. Berit Bliesemann de Guevara
develops a conceptual framework for the study of myth in international
politics. The chapter gives an overview of the different myth theories
drawn upon in the book, whereby it focuses on three dimensions: myths’
narrative and non-narrative forms; their sources in strategic calculation or
unconscious social construction; and their effects ranging from ideologi-
cal delusion to necessary fiction. It then explores four different catego-
ries of sociopolitical functions of myth in politics, namely determining,
enabling, naturalising, and constituting functions. The author discusses
how the myth concepts pertaining to these categories can be employed to
study international politics and what their respective promises and limits
are. The chapter concludes on a reflexivist note about myths in the disci-
pline of International Relations, arguing that academia’s institutions and
knowledge are inescapably based on myths and calling for an extension of
mythographical enquiry into the ideological delusions and necessary fic-
tions of the discipline itself (Chap. 2).

Sybille Miinch explores the insights that the ‘interpretive turn’ in policy
analysis has provided into the study of myth. Interpretive policy analysis
highlights how language and discourse shape our knowledge of the social
world and influence policymaking. In challenging the traditional assump-
tion that problems are part of a pre-given neutral reality to which policy-
making responds, authors have started to pay attention to argumentation
and persuasion and to those elements such as narratives and myths that
structure discourse. Miinch shows that advocates of this post-positivist
kind of research, which includes interpretive-hermeneutic and poststruc-
turalist approaches, have been very prolific in developing conceptions of
myths. She argues that, since policymaking is not restricted by national
boundaries, interpretive policy analysis can also make a very valuable con-
tribution to the study of myth in international politics (Chap. 3).

Robert Cooke strives to comprehend both the possibilities and limits
of the mythographical approach to knowledge production through an
exploration of its meta-theoretical conditions of possibility. The chapter
questions the understanding of myths in terms of the dichotomy mythos/
logos, in which myths have come to embody the creative fiction contrasted
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with the facticity of historical narratives or the immanent experience of
reality, forming the ‘other’ of logos and logocentric metaphysics. Cooke
employs the philosophical contributions of Jacques Derrida and Albert
Camus to argue that ‘to know’ is itself a myth that silently haunts logos
and logocentric discourse. The acknowledgement of the impossibility of
logocentric discourse, however, enables the potential expansion of myth
analysis to all forms of knowledge. In this sense, myths are not to be
excluded but embraced, since they remind us of the necessity of constant
suspicious reflexivity (Chap. 4).

Based on the works of Claude Lévi-Strauss and Pierre Bourdicu,
Catherine Goetze suggests a post-structuralist methodology to study myth
and power in world politics. She introduces Lévi-Strauss’ structuralist
methodology to study myths and Bourdieu’s development of a sociologi-
cal analysis of patterns of power and domination based on Lévi-Strauss’
work. She suggests that this methodology can be used to analyse con-
temporary myths of world politics. Goetze’s chapter retraces Lévi-Strauss’
structuralist methodology and Bourdieu’s post-structuralist critique in
order to show their contributions to the analysis of power and discourse in
contemporary world politics (Chap. 5).

Franziska Miiller discusses qualitative approaches adequate and prom-
ising for empirical studies of myths with regard to their methodologi-
cal potentials and possible caveats. She starts from the observation that,
in order to study myths, the discipline of International Relations has to
resolve a number of methodological questions arising both from the fuzzy
nature of myths and from some long-standing methodological neglects
that have pervaded the discipline. Based on epistemological and (meta-)
theoretical reflections, and on an auto-ethnographic self-reflection, Miiller
outlines methodological demands for a mythographical research agenda
with respect to: (a) myth as a concept that pervades the IR discipline,
thereby creating certain narratives and monolithic dogmas; and (b) myths
as an analytical and empirical focus within IR (Chap. 6).

Part II—Empirical Explorations—assembles eight case studies of myths
in contemporary international politics. The authors use different concep-
tual approaches explored in the first part of the book and cover a range
of different topics in international politics. In the first case study chapter,
Catherine Goetze implements the post-structuralist methodology for the
study of myth developed in Chap. 4. She starts with the observation that
in many cases of armed conflict inside states, newspaper articles and schol-
arly work will refer to armed actors as ‘warlords’. She then deconstructs
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this discourse as a contemporary myth of the international system by
drawing on Claude Lévi-Strauss’ analysis of the syntagmatic and paradig-
matic structures of myths. Based on the structuralist analysis of newspaper
articles as well as selected scholarly works, she shows that the warlord
myth represents a strongly stereotyped narrative of violence in countries
where international interventions take place (and fail to bring peace) in its
syntagmatic (apparent) structure; and that it represents a strongly stereo-
typed narrative of the orderly function of states in the international system
in its paradigmatic structure (Chap. 7).

Florian Kiihn provides a concise application of Hans Blumenberg’s
work on myth to analyse Western interpretations of Afghanistan. In por-
traying historical ‘facts’ as myth, he shows how these are not false or cor-
rect but in a productive way shape our understanding by selecting what can
be considered relevant and what is dismissed. The chapter demonstrates
how myths’ relative indeterminacy allows integrating incongruences, tying
together historical analogies and selected real-world experiences. Myth
helps structure knowledge, which Kiihn illustrates using examples such as
the myth of Afghanistan as ‘graveyard of empires’, as ‘safe haven’ for ter-
rorists, and fame for Afghan ‘fierce fighters’. Explaining how these myths
intersect to create an image of Afghanistan taken for real, he shows how
Blumenberg’s ideas can be fruitfully applied to analyse contemporary poli-
tics (Chap. 8).

Katharine Millar explores the mutually implicated myths of the demo-
cratic control of the armed forces (DCAF) and militarism in international
security politics. She starts from the observation that, in the post-war
era, international organisations have increasingly promoted the demo-
cratic control of the armed forces in new and transitional states. As DCAF
employs the language of accountability, rationality, and peace, the prin-
ciple has an explicitly normative character. Utilising Foucauldian theory,
Millar argues, however, that the purportedly pacific nature of DCAF is a
potent policy myth, which is subtly dependent upon a secondary myth,
namely militarism. The chapter examines the implication of academics
and policymakers in the construction and reification of these mutually
reinforcing myths. Overall, Millar argues that the discourse of militarism
identifies the valorisation of violence by democratic societies as ‘deviant’
exceptions to the generally pacific nature of DCAF, thereby normalising
the quotidian reliance of democracies upon the (potential for) political
violence (Chap. 9).
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Alastair Finlan explores the role of myth in contemporary warfare.
Inspired by Barthes, he argues that myths are vital enabling narratives to
democratic societies to legitimise and sustain military campaigns, veiling
the horrors caused by war. The chapter explores three dominant myths:
the antiseptic battlefield, precision killing, and killer applications/drone
warfare. It frames these myths in the context of the Global War on Terror
and the fighting in Afghanistan and Iraq by predominantly military forces
from the United States and the United Kingdom. Finlan critically inter-
rogates the related narratives of collateral damage, human shields, war by
satnav, and remote-control killing in media and popular depictions and
discusses their broader social implications and significance for the perpetu-
ation/legitimacy of making war in the modern age (Chap. 10).

Katarzyna Kaczmarska’s chapter interrogates the production of the
idea of ‘the international community’ in the context of international state-
building. She argues that in the conundrum of discourse and practice of
statebuilding, the international community works as a political myth. This
myth enables, legitimises, and shapes statebuilding practices, which, in
turn, reinforce the idea of the international community. The international
community becomes both an imagined whole and an agential entity. It
is agential when it is equated with donors, but discourse produced by
donors upholds the vision of some universal international community,
which should be valued and protected. Kaczmarska relies on discourse
analysis of policy documents and illustrates the argument with localised
examples of statebuilding practices in Central Asia with special reference
to Kyrgyzstan (Chap. 11).

Charlotte Dany and Katja Freistein challenge the idea of civil society
participation as a natural part of global governance. Pointing to the crucial
role of political myths that make politics pervasive and even appealing to
a broad public, the chapter shows how civil society participation has been
politically legitimised. A narratological analysis of pertinent documents
issued by global governance fora serves to reconstruct the mythical ele-
ments of these narrations, such as the role of protagonists and the histo-
ricity of civil society participation. The social function of these mythical
narratives, Dany and Freistein argue, is to render global governance, as an
inherently political project, acceptable and desirable through its constant
re-telling as myth (Chap. 12).

Franziska Miiller and Elena Sondermann analyse myths in development
cooperation and focus on the aid effectiveness discourse. Empirically, they
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begin with the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness of 2005 and criti-
cally examine the developmental terminologies that have been brought up
in the declaration and unfolded during the follow-up process. With a focus
on the High-level Forum in Busan in November 2011, where emerg-
ing (or ‘new’) donors played an important role, they ask to what extent
the myths have been retold and diversified. For their analysis, the authors
refer to Barthes’s structuralist understanding of myths bearing silencing,
harmonising, depoliticising, or emancipatory functions as well as to the
reception of political mythology in poststructuralist IR theory (Chap. 13).

Stephan Hensell analyses the coordination problem as a myth in inter-
national intervention politics, starting from the question of why coordina-
tion is widely supported but seldom implemented. Building on sociological
institutionalism, he argues that the principle of coordination has become a
rationalised ‘myth’ in the sense of an uncontested organisational formula.
The chapter maps the multitude, or ‘Babylon’, of international and local
organisations and agencies involved in international interventions, and
explores their managerial difficulties in coordination. Hensell specifically
draws attention to the political roots of the coordination problem and
explores the ways of downplaying political conflicts through the adoption of
the coordination principle in official statements and institutions. The chap-
ter includes a case study on Albania, where donor-to-government coordi-
nation is widely endorsed in the realm of public-sector reform (Chap. 14).

Part III—Reflections—offers more general thoughts on the mytho-
graphical approach to the study of international politics suggested and
explored in this book. Michael Loviaux and Cecelin Lynch revisit ‘myth’ as
a word that inscribes a line of separation between the ‘provincial’ and the
‘universal’. The questions they explore are: Can that line be transcended?
Can one exit the provincial and attain to the universal? In their conclusion,
Loriaux and Lynch address these questions with the help of Ernst Cassirer,
who answers in the affirmative; Jens Bartelson, who expresses scepticism;
and R.B.J. Walker, who observes that the question itself has the effect
of re-inscribing the line of separation in agonistic debate. With the aid
of Stephen Toulmin, Hans-Georg Gadamer, Paul Ricceur, and Jacques
Derrida, the authors then ask if that line of separation can be destabilised,
moved, blurred, or otherwise rendered porous, and indicate strategies that
can help pursue that end (Chap. 15).
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NOTES

1. There are too many of these books on the market to give a comprehensive
account. Sotomayor’s (2013) book on ‘the myth of the democratic peace-
keeper’ may serve as an example of a valuable contribution to the literature,
but one which uses the term myth only in the sense of untruth and some-
thing that needs to be debunked.

2. The question of how a researcher’s epistemological standpoint affects the
study of myth is addressed in all case studies, where authors make their spe-
cific epistemological position transparent, as well as more generally in the
contributions in Part I of this book.
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PART I

Theoretical and Methodological
Foundations



CHAPTER 2

Myth in International Politics: Ideological
Delusion and Necessary Fiction

Berit Bliesemann de Guevara

The study of myth has been a desideratum in academic explorations of
international politics and studies of the discipline of International Relations
(IR). Where the idea of myth has figured, it has been mostly reduced to
a ‘myth-busting’ or ‘uncovering’ role of sorts. Historically, it is indeed
impossible to ignore that central constitutive beliefs and narratives about
international relations have been revealed to be factually wrong (Buffet
and Heuser 1998; Little 2007). Notable examples include the idea of
the Westphalian Peace of 1648 as the birth moment of the international
system of sovereign states (Teschke 2003), or the notion that Europe is
the source and centre of modern international relations (Hobson 2012).
From a theory perspective, Weber (2010) has pointed out the unques-
tioned, unconscious ideological beliefs that make mainstream theories of
IR appear to be ‘true’. In this sense, for instance, ‘the IR myth “interna-
tional anarchy is the permissive cause of war” is the apparent truth upon
which realism and, these days, neorealism, depend’ (Weber 2010, xxi,
original italics). Equally, Carvalho et al. (2011) have put into question the
‘myth of 1919’, commonly represented as the ‘noble birth moment’ of
the discipline of IR, arguing that it masks the ‘dark side’ of the discipline,
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that is, its racist roots and inherent Western-centrism (Vitalis 2015; cf. also
Muiller, Chap. 6).

By focussing either on a true /false dichotomy or on uncovering unspo-
ken assumptions on which IR scholarship rests, these and similar stud-
ies have endeavoured to shake the very foundations of how international
politics is being thought about, although so far with limited effects on
disciplinary dogmas (Carvalho et al. 2011). The full potential of a mytho-
graphical approach to international politics is yet to be realised. Based on
a discussion of different conceptualisations of myth, this chapter claims
that mythographical approaches focussing on the ideological, naturalising,
depoliticising, and the constitutive, meaning-making, and legitimising
functions of myth offer substantial contributions to our understanding of
the cultural side of international politics, the reproduction and contesta-
tion of the international sociopolitical order, and the academic knowledge
produced about it. The study of myth contributes a perspective to research
in/about IR that decidedly avoids dead-ends of abstract philosophical
understandings of ‘science’ and ‘truth’ and instead provides historical
and sociological pathways to international politics and the IR discipline’s
own role in the world (cf. Hamati-Ataya 2016; Elias 1978). Mythological
approaches to IR are able to take account of the ambiguities of politics
and its academic exploration, which cannot be decided through abstract
philosophical definition (cf. Cooke, Chap. 4).

Providing a framework for the contributions to this book, this chapter
addresses the following questions: How can myth concepts be typologised
regarding the sociopolitical functions of myth? How can we extend the
study of myth to international politics through these types of concepts?
And what does a mythographical research agenda mean for the academic
discipline of IR? These questions are discussed on the basis of the myth
concepts drawn upon in this book by Roland Barthes, Hans Blumenberg,
Chiara Bottici, Ernst Cassirer, Jacques Derrida, Max Horkheimer and
Theodor W. Adorno, Claude Lévi-Strauss, John W. Meyer and Brian
Rowan, Georges Sorel, and Dvora Yanow.!

The first section discusses conceptualisations of myth through the explo-
ration of different myth theories. It concludes that there are roughly four
categories of conceptualisations of ‘myth’ that can inspire mythographical
studies of the powerful imaginations that drive international politics and
the ills that beleaguer it. These four categories differ according to the
sociopolitical functions they ascribe to myth, which can be determining,
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enabling, naturalising, or constituting. Based on this categorisation, the
second section discusses contributions that myth concepts enable in study-
ing international politics. In the final section, the chapter concludes on a
reflexivist note about myth in the ‘ivory tower’ itself. It argues that aca-
demic institutions and knowledge are inescapably based on myths and calls
for an extension of mythographical enquiry into the ideological delusions
and necessary fictions of the IR discipline itself.

CONCEPTUALISATIONS OF MYTH

Those looking for an authoritative definition of myth in the related lit-
erature, which spans a wide range of disciplines and epochs, will be disap-
pointed. There is an absence of a common denominator tying the universe
of definitions together, apart perhaps from a broadly conceived ‘persua-
sion that “myth” is the socially significant product of humanity’s irrepress-
ible urge to construct meaning’ (Von Hendy 2002, 333). This is certainly
due to the different contexts in which myth concepts have been invoked
since, as Bottici (2007, 4) suggests based on Cassirer, ‘{m]yth...is a sort
of enchanted mirror in which scholars have found the objects with which
each is most familiar’.

One obvious starting point to systematise myth conceptualisations
is the connection between myth and narration. Some theorists share
the idea of myth as narrative; however, few look at stories in a purely
narrative-analytical sense. For others, narratives do not play an explicit
role. Instead of focussing exclusively on the non-/narrative form of myth,
I use two additional aspects to map conceptualisations of ‘myth’: (1) the
sources of myth, which oscillate between strategy and social construction,
and (2) the performative effects of myth, which range from ‘ideological
delusion’ to ‘necessary fiction’ (Von Hendy 2002, 333-6).> These two
dimensions are important because they reside at the heart of the debate
about the sociopolitical functions of myth. I start by discussing the con-
nections between myth and narrative before turning to theories of myth
as structure and sign system, the role of powerful images and (counter-)
myths in sociopolitical change, myth and critique in political philosophy,
the interplay of myth and societal values in organisations, and finally, the
pervasiveness of myth in knowledge. The results of this discussion are
summarised in Fig. 2.1.
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Fig. 2.1 The Conceptualisations of ‘myth’.

Myth and Narrative

Following from Plato’s philosophy and later folkloristic studies, myths are
often understood to be stories about significant events of the past, pres-
ent, or future presented in the form of a narrative or story that involves
specific characters (actants, dramatis personae); consists of a beginning,
a middle and an end; and is structured by a specific plot (cf. Segal 2004,
4-6; Flood 2013, loc 860; Lincoln 1989, 24; Gabriel 2004; Miinch,
Chap. 3).* Through the act of emplotment, a narrative ‘“grasps together”
and integrates into one whole and complete story multiple and scattered
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events, thereby schematizing the intelligible signification attached to the
narrative taken as a whole’ (Ricceur 1984, preface).® Making use of the
differentiation between standard forms of emplotment in the Western
literary tradition (romance, comedy, satire, tragedy), White (1973) has
famously used a narrative approach in order to explain how historiography
makes sense of events through plots that resonate with its (Western) audi-
ence. In analogy, for a narrative approach to the study of political myth,
the emplotment of discrete events and actions into a significant story and
the cultural repertoires such emplotment draws upon are a central focus of
exploration (cf. Hall 2006).5

For some authors, such as Midgley, metaphorical concepts, like the
mechanistic imagery of the clockwork, are more important in myth than
emplotment:

They are living parts of powerful myths—imaginative patterns that we all take
for granted—ongoing dramas inside which we live our lives. These patterns
shape the mental maps that we refer to when we want to place something.
[...] They are the matrix of thought, the background that shapes our mental
habits. They decide what we think important and what we ignore. They pro-
vide the tools with which we organise the mass of incoming data (Midgley
2004, Chap. 1).

For Lincoln, the decisive characteristic of myth is that it is a narrative
that not only claims truth and credibility (which ‘history’ does, too) but
also disposes of unquestioned authority. Myth is then ‘a narrative...for
which successful claims are made not only to the status of truth, but what
is more, to the status of paradigmatic truth’ (Lincoln 1989, 24, original
italics). In this sense myths stabilise social patterns between people, main-
taining ‘society in its regular and accustomed forms’ but, as we shall dis-
cuss below, myths can also help ‘those agitating for sociopolitical change’
(Lincoln 1989, 25).

Where narrative-focused approaches to the study of myth are used,
such as in many interpretive policy analysis works, they have contributed
powerful insights into the cultural and social constitution of politics: how
an issue comes to be seen as political problem, how certain versions of
‘problems’, ‘causes’, and ‘solutions’ come to resonate culturally with their
audiences, and which tangible effects these understandings have. Here,
myths are one of the structuring elements of broader discourses which
construct political problems and legitimate policy solutions (Miinch,
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Chap. 3). Cecelia Lynch (1999), for instance, has used an interpretive
approach to critique dominant mythological narratives about peace move-
ments in the interwar period. She shows that, while these narratives main-
tain that interwar peace movements are to be blamed for appeasement in
Britain and isolationism in the USA, and hence for world war, they are
so compelling not because they reflect historical truths but because they
are incomplete and analytically confused. Based on an in-depth historical
study, Lynch offers an alternative narrative about interwar peace move-
ments’ social agency and normative influence, capturing rather their con-
stitutive enabling role in building the United Nations (cf. also Loriaux and
Lynch, Chap. 15).

Some authors connect the narrative approach to myth more explic-
itly to sentiment evocation (Lincoln 1989, 8-11)” and the formation
of subjectivities in order to explain social effects. Representatives of the
poststructuralist Essex School, for example, point to different beatific or
horrific types of narratives in order to analyse how dominant social prac-
tices and regimes succeed in veiling the contingency and inequality of
social relations. Under the label ‘fantasmatic logic’, they show how nar-
ratives teach us what to desire, thus creating ideological coherence and
concealing that existing social relations are of a non-necessary character
(Glynos and Howarth 2007; Howarth and Griggs 2012; in this book see
Miinch, Chap. 3; Dany and Freistein, Chap. 12). For example, Glynos
discusses how ‘fantasmatically structured desires’ help sustain unequal
or exploitative work relations and practices through ‘the prospect of big
profits, generous pay packets, career advancement, consumption of prize
commodities, and hobbies’ (Glynos 2008, 11).

A focus on the narrative side of myths can illuminate why specific socio-
political conditions prevail by looking at how certain understandings and
beliefs come into being, gain traction, and ultimately even appear to be
desirable.

Meaning, Significance, and Cultural Socialisation

Among the theorists used in this book, Chiara Bottici presents the most
conceptually open, narrative-centred definition of myth as the ‘work on
a common narrative by which the members of a social group (or soci-
ety) provide significance to their...experience and deeds’ (2007, 14). In
order to qualify as political myth, the narrative has to ‘affect[s] the specific
political conditions in which this group operates’ (Bottici 2007, 179);
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that is, the way a narrative is ‘used’ or ‘worked on’ under the conditions of
the specific situation makes it political and also decides on whether it is a
form of'ideological regression or a means of progressive social imagination
(Bottici 2007, 129, 180f.).

What distinguishes myth from other narrative forms, according to
Bottici, is that it creates ‘significance’ for those involved in its reproduc-
tion, whereby ‘significance’ denotes what ‘brings things closer to us’,
being located between mere everyday questions of ‘meaning’ and pro-
found religious questions of ‘sense of being’ (Bottici 2007, 125). Being
part of the human strife for ‘significance’, a myth is therefore ‘not a single
narrative that is given once and for all, but is a process, a process of con-
tinual work on a basic narrative pattern that changes according to the
circumstances’ (Bottici and Challand 2006, 318).% With reference to Elias
and Scotson (2008 [1965]), one should add that significance-creating nar-
ratives or myths, while bringing things closer to the group sharing them,
usually have the downside of driving people of different groups apart.
For example, Bottici and Challand (2006) analyse the ‘clash of civiliza-
tions’ as a modern political myth with an old narrative core, born out of
people’s anxieties about challenges to US power, and show how the work
on this myth has created very tangible cognitive, practical and aesthetic-
emotional effects in international politics. Similarly, Kaczmarska (Chap.
11) traces ‘the international community’ as a central myth legitimising
and, at the same time, ‘being worked on’ through the international poli-
tics of statebuilding.

The idea of myth as ongoing process of significance creation through
narration, a constant ‘work on myth’, derives from Hans Blumenberg’s
book of the same title.” Blumenberg distinguishes between work of myth
(its function) and work oz myth (its actualisation over time). The basic
function of myth consists in naming the unknown and explaining the
inexplicable—in ‘converting the numinous indeterminacy into nominal
determinacy’ (Blumenberg 1979, 32), thereby providing orientation in
the world (Blumenberg 1979, 11-12, 40-67) and ‘interposing a merciful
veil of explanation between humankind and its dread of the unknown’
(Von Hendy 2002, 321). Myth is thus understood as a product of logos
(cf. Kithn, Chap. 8).

Blumenberg defines myths as ‘stories that are distinguished by a high
degree of constancy in their narrative core and by an equally pronounced
capacity for marginal variation’ (1979, 40). The fundamental significance
of their narrative core is what makes myths survive, while their variation
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stems from alternative versions created through the ‘work on myth’ over
time. While we cannot know myths’ very origins since they lie before our
historical time, we can study how myths have been or are being ‘worked
on’ (Blumenberg 1979, 68).

In this latter sense, myth is flexible and therefore antithetical to dogma
(Blumenberg 1979, Chap. I1I); yet myth can transform into dogma when
it ‘succeeds in inducing widespread notional assent’ (Von Hendy 2002,
216). Von Hendy (2002, 325) sees in this juxtaposition of myth and
dogma Blumenberg’s main contribution to understanding ‘the issue of
how to evaluate humanity’s double-edged power to construct the fictions
by which it lives’, namely myths’ capacity to be both necessary fiction, pro-
viding explanations about the world, and ideological delusion, veiling the
radical contingency of our sociopolitical conditions. While Blumenberg’s
concept is non-political, it is in this ‘double-edged power’ that its value for
a study of political myths may lie.

A second major value of Blumenberg’s theory is its usefulness as
social(isation) theory, since it shows that,

“work on” myth in the modern West is a matter of nothing more mysteri-
ous than intertextual allusion inspired by the cultural prestige of the sto-
ries already most impressively entrenched. Here is a social explanation [...].
Certain traditional stories strike us as peculiarly meaningful and moving for
the good reason that we have been subliminally conditioned, if not actually
trained, to experience them thus (Von Hendy 2002, 326, original italics).

Referring to the example of international intervention in Afghanistan,
Kithn (Chap. 8) shows how myths, understood in Blumenberg’s sense as
such meaningful assumptions about reality that need not be questioned,
coalesce in the process of historiography with other forms of (reason-
able) knowledge in indistinguishable ways, providing the truth base for
entrenched understandings of ‘the other’ and ‘the problem’—regardless
of their often ‘high phantasy’ content—, and building the basis for the
formulation of international politics.

Myths as Hidden Pavadigmatic Structuve ov System of Signs

Turning to social anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss and semiotician
Roland Barthes, we leave the centrality of a narrative plot for myth concepts
behind. Even though Lévi-Strauss finds his material in stories collected by
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anthropologists in non-European societies, for him the essence of myth
is not to be found in the plot, but in an underlying structure that the
mythographer needs to unearth. And while Barthes looks at everyday rep-
resentations and stories as aspects of mass culture, he is not interested in
the stories as such but in uncovering the ways ‘social stereotypes [are]
passed off as natural, unmasking “what-goes-without-saying” as an ide-
ological imposition’ (Culler 1983, 23). What ties these quite different
approaches together is their authors’ interest in uncovering the underlying
mechanisms of sow myths work (cf. Segal 1996).

Claude Lévi-Strauss (1955, 1978) assumes that what surfaces in oral or
written stories are only elements of myth, since for him a myth is made up
of the totality of a theme’s variants. He is not interested in the chrono-
logical order of the plot (syntagmatic structure) but in the underlying
structures that appear when a myth is studied as a system of stories (para-
digmatic structure)—understood as an unconscious form of human classi-
fication ‘subject to laws of thought but on a level unknown to its utterers’
(Von Hendy 2002, 234; cf. Lévi-Strauss 1978, Chap. 2). To study the
paradigmatic structure of myth, Lévi-Strauss develops a complex classifi-
catory system of pairs of oppositions, which are ‘resolved’ by myth ‘by
providing either a mediating middle term or an analogous, but more easily
resolved, contradiction’ (Segal 2004, 114; cf. Lévi-Strauss 1955; Leach
1970, Chap. 4). The fundamental contradiction the opposites can be
reduced to in this perspective is ‘nature’ (man as animal) versus ‘culture’
(man as human being) as the fundamental binary at the heart of humans’
encounter with the world (Segal 2004, 114-15; Leach 1970, Chap. 3).
For Lévi-Strauss, myths are not only made up of binary pairs but they
themselves are also mirrored by opposite myths, meaning that a study of
the entirety of myths provides us with a highly orderly and intellectual
understanding of the world through what other anthropologists have clas-
sified as ‘primitive’ stories or beliefs.

While the opening up of myth to scientific study is perhaps Lévi-
Strauss’s biggest achievement, there is nothing inherently political about
his concept. It is only when his structuralist approach to myth is read
through theories that point out the positionality of those who invoke cer-
tain myths, like Pierre Bourdieu showed in his critique of Lévi-Strauss’s
structuralism, that a discussion of power and domination can be brought
in to reveal ideological biases through this structuralist method. Goetze
(Chap. 5) shows how a combination of Lévi-Strauss and Bourdieu’s works
can be used to analyse central myths in international politics, and she
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employs this methodology to study the myth of the ‘warlord” and its hid-
den mirror, the myth of the ‘state’ (Chap. 6).

In contrast to Levi-Strauss’s value-neutral approach to myth, which
needs to be harnessed to be able to uncover ideological assumptions, for
Roland Barthes ideology is the essence of myth.!? In his early semiotic
work, myth is ‘a type of speech’, ‘a system of communication’, ‘a mes-
sage’, and ‘a mode of signification, a form” (2013 [1957], 217). Based
on the semiological core principle of a relation between an empty signifier
and something that is signified, which together create meaning as a sign,
Barthes holds that

myth is a peculiar system, in that it is constructed from a semiological chain
which existed before it: it is a second-order semiological system. That which
is a sign (namely the associative total of a concept and an image) in the first
system becomes a mere signifier in the second (2013 [1957], 223).

Barthes uses the terms form (signifier of myth), concept (signified of
myth), and signification (message of myth) to describe the positions in
this second-order semiological system. Important for Barthes’s concept
is that the signifier of myth is ambiguous, since it is both the sign of the
first-order system and thus full of meaning, and the signifier (form) of
the second-order system and thus seemingly ‘empty’. In this way, a myth
deforms or alienates the meaning of the original sign by building it into a
new semiological system and veiling its historical coming-into-being.

Barthes gives the example of a magazine cover of Paris-Match that
shows a young Black soldier wearing a French uniform and giving the
military salute while looking at the French national flag. In the second-
order system, the black soldier is the seemingly ‘empty signifier’ of French
nationalism, exemplifying all French soldiers and rendering this a normal
scene in which the problematic history of colonialism disappears in an
image ‘that France is a great empire, that all her sons, without any colour
discrimination, serve faithfully under her flag, and that there is no better
answer to the detractors of an alleged colonialism than the zeal this young
black shows in serving his so-called oppressors’ (Barthes 2013 [1957],
225). This is the purified, innocent myth. As sign of the first-order system,
however, the black French soldier is already ‘full of meaning’, symbolising
French colonial history and inequalities in contemporary French society;
this meaning, however, is diluted in the myth (Barthes 2013 [1957],228-9;
cf. Culler, Chap. 3).
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For Barthes (2013 [1957], 240), this deformation of meaning is the
‘very principle of myth: it transforms history into nature’, it naturalises
what is essentially historical and thus ideological. It is in this sense that
Barthes also speaks of myth as depoliticised, ‘stolen language’, as ‘speech
stolen and rvestored’ (2013 [1957], 236, original italics, 258). The ideol-
ogy Barthes detects in ‘myth today’ is that of (French) bourgeois soci-
ety during a particular period of time, shaped by modernist notions of
a monolithic, progressive society with mass-produced pleasures right at
hand, where myths are constantly created in manifold forms by ideologi-
cally biased ‘producers of myth’—journalists and other creators of every-
day mass-cultural artefacts—and unconsciously and uncritically consumed
by the mass of ‘readers of myth’. Mythography thus becomes a means
for leftist social critique and the mythographer its main bearer. Although
Barthes concedes that there can be ‘myth on the Left’, overall he sees
the Left as being rather immune: ‘[t]he bourgeoisie hides the fact that
it is the bourgeoisie and thereby produces myth; Revolution announces
itself openly as Revolution and thereby abolishes myth’ (Barthes 2013
[1957], 259). While myth is defined as depoliticised speech, the language
of the Left/revolution is seen as political and non-mythical—an obvious
weak point in Barthes’s concept given the deep implications of the West-
European Left in its own progress mythology. Barthes thus employs a
Marxian understanding of ideology as opposed to other possible modes of
thought (science, knowledge, consciousness, revolution) through which
‘outside’ critique and demystification are possible (Lincoln 1989, 5-7).

Powerful Images, Counter-Myths and Sociopolitical Change

In this last assumption, Barthes’s myth concept is diametrically opposed
to that of French syndicalist Georges Sorel, for whom myth ‘serves not to
bolster society but to topple it’ (Segal 2004, 128), or as Sorel writes in a
letter to Daniel Halévy, ‘contemporary myths lead men to prepare them-
selves for a combat which will destroy the existing state of things’ (Sorel
2004 [1908], 29). Myth is here a form of progress, a moving force of
history, in that ‘the action engaged in by human beings in big social move-
ments cannot be explained without powerful images such as myths: the
more dramatic the action, the more powerful these images’ (Bottici 2007,
160). The power of myths comes from the ‘intuitive’—internal and empa-
thetic—knowledge and understanding they enable, and shows itself in that
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‘those who live in the world of myths are “secure from all refutation” and
cannot be discouraged’ (Jennings in Sorel 2004 [1908], xiii—xiv).

It is not important which elements the myth is made up of in detail or
whether it ultimately materialises: ‘Myths must be judged as a means of
acting on the present; all discussion of the method of applying them as
future history is devoid of sense. It is the myth in its entivety which is alone
important’ (Sorel 2004 [1908], 116-17, original italics). What counts
is that, ‘[i]t is only because people taking part in big social movements
can represent their action as an event within a narrative that assures the
triumph of their cause that they engage in such actions’ (Bottici 2007,
161; cf. also Shantz 2000; Miinch, Chap. 3). Whether it be Greenpeace’s
belief in the possibility of ‘protecting the earth’ or the peace movement’s
ultimate goal of achieving ‘world peace’, these ideas and the narratives
into which they are embedded provide a fiction of a better future, based
upon which members of the movements can act in the present (cf. Cooke,
Chap. 4, on the notion of hope). Among the concepts discussed here,
Sorel’s reflections represent perhaps the purest form of myth as strategi-
cally formulated, socially shared and fervently believed ‘necessary fiction’
in the service of a greater cause.

Underscoring this agential understanding of myth making and remak-
ing, Lincoln (1989, 25-37) specifies three ways in which myths—authori-
tative narratives representing paradigmatic truths—can effect sociopolitical
change. First, actors can employ new or counter-myths to ‘contest the
authority or credibility of a given myth, reducing it to the status of history
or legend and thereby deprive it of the capacity to continually reconstruct
accustomed social forms’. Second, actors ‘can attempt to invest a history,
legend, or even a fable with authority and credibility, [...] and thereby
make of it an instrument with which to construct novel social forms’.
Third, actors ‘can advance novel lines of interpretation for an established
myth [...] and thereby change the nature of the sentiments (and the soci-
ety) it evokes’ (Lincoln 1989, 25; for illustrative examples, see Lincoln
1989, Chap. 2). Read through Sorel or Lincoln, myths can become instru-
mental and enabling in different ways in evoking sociopolitical change.

An academic example for this, perhaps, is Michael Loriaux’s (2008)
study of the referential power of the ‘Rhineland frontier’ as a myth of place
that has haunted the European Union in its attempt to generate legitimacy
amongst its citizens. Loriaux argues that, ‘EU debate, from the beginning,
has occurred within a linguistic framework of named spaces, named peoples,
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and the “naturalness” of the frontiers that separate them. This discursive
frame has had the effect of hiding, or of distracting deliberation from,
European Union’s original purpose’ (Loriaux 2008, 2). The study decon-
structs the EU’s mythical references of place in order to reveal ‘the con-
tours of a Europe that is not simply about using markets to tame frontiers,
but about deconstructing frontiers so as to bring to light a civilizational
space that is, like daily life in today’s Europe, intensely urban, cosmopoli-
tan, multilingual, and less hierarchical than in the past’ (Loriaux 2008, 2).
In this sense, Loriaux’s work pursues an enabling and constitutive, in addi-
tion to a deconstructing aim (cf. also Loriaux and Lynch, Chap. 15).

Political Philosophy and Critique

Other important scholars who like Barthes are closely associated with
an ideology-critical conceptualisation of myth are political philosophers
Cassirer, and Horkheimer and Adorno.

Ernst Cassiver represents the unique case of a theorist whose evaluation
of myth changed drastically from his early writings on symbolic forms
to his posthumously published The Myth of the State. In The Philosophy of
Symbolic Forms (1953 [1923], 1955 [1925], 1957 [1929]), Cassirer is
interested in the evolution of human thought. Man is seen as animal sym-
bolicum, since he cannot grasp the world immediately but only through
different ‘symbolic forms’ that mediate between him and reality (cf. also
Elias 2011). Myth is an early, primitive, pre-logical symbolic form; other
species of the same genre are language, art, poetry, history, and science.
All these forms objectify reality. What distinguishes myth on one pole from
science on the other is that myth intuitively objectifies emotions (Cassirer
1955 [1925], part II), while science is the objectification of analytic rea-
soning and therefore seen to be on a higher level. ‘Indeed’, as Cassirer
(1955 [1925], xiii) suggests, ‘the history of philosophy as a scientific dis-
cipline can be regarded as a single continuous effort to effect a separation
and liberation from myth.’!!

Cassirer’s judgment of the harnessing of myth in the modern civilised
West changes dramatically with the experience of the role of modern polit-
ical myth in Nazi Germany, which is the topic of The Myth of the State
(1967 [1946]). Here, myth is an irrational force that surfaces in times of
crisis, when people are more prone to make sense of these unplanned con-
ditions through irrational symbolic forms, as myth ‘is always there, lurking
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in the dark, waiting for its hour and opportunity’ (Cassirer 1967 [1946],
280). What characterises modern political myths in this reading is that,

here we find myth made according to plan. [...] [The new political myths]
are artificial things fabricated by very skilful and cunning artisans. It has
been reserved for the twentieth century, our own great technical age, to
develop a new technique of myth. Henceforth myths can be manufactured
in the same sense and according to the same methods as any other modern
weapon—as machine guns or airplanes (Cassirer 1967 [1946], 282).

Modern politicians as the manufacturers of modern political myth
‘fulfil the functions that, in traditional societies, were performed by the
homo magus and the homo divinans’ (Bottici and Challand 2006, 321), by
employing techniques such as the magical use of words, the use of rituals,
and the recourse to prophecy (Cassirer 1967 [1946], Chap. XVIII; cf.
Klemperer 2006 [1957]). Understood in this way, myth amounts here
most strongly to manufactured (strategic) totalitarian ideology.

While for Cassirer the totalitarian resort to myth is a regression and thus
an exception in the process of enlightenment confined to times of crisis,
for Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno ‘myth’ and ‘enlightenment’
build the very core of the permanent struggle of modernity, as expressed
in their two dialectically related theses: ‘myth is already enlightenment;
and enlightenment reverts to mythology’ (Horkheimer and Adorno
1973 [1944], xvi). Reconstructed out of the context of the Dialectic of
Enlightenment, ““[m]yth” signifies, approximately, any form of oppres-
sive belief or cultural standard that creates a despairing sense of fatality’
(Von Hendy 2002, 294). Classical myth, as a form of understanding the
world ‘before’ philosophy, ‘is already enlightenment’ because it ‘intended
report, naming, the narration of the Beginning; but also presentation,
confirmation, explanation’ (Horkheimer and Adorno 1973 [1944], 8).
Mythical narration thus articulates a will to entrench the world in a bind-
ing, god-made order, which transforms what is unfathomable to men into
something intelligible, reducing our fear of the unknown. In this sense,
myth is enlightenment, irrationality is reason (cf. Cooke, Chap. 4). At the
same time, however, the binding, god-made order also appears unrelent-
ing and unalterable to the individual (Hetzel 2011, 391).

It is the seeming fatality and irreversibility present in myth, which
for Horkheimer and Adorno also characterises the disenchanted world of
enlightenment, where reason reverts to irrationality and violence (cf. Cooke,
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Chap. 4). The highly scientific, positivist myth of facticity creates new
conditions of coercion, in which societal organisation appears imperative
rather than contingent. ‘Positivism’ here means broadly

a cognitive tendency, which dominates the worldview of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. This tendency is characterised by an extreme scientific
trustfulness: all major conundrums of humanity could ultimately be solved
through scientific methodology, and in the long term scientific progress
would also solve the practical problems of humanity (Hetzel 2011, 392;
translation BBAG; cf. also Midgley 2004 ).

It is in the sense of this unrelenting and unalterable positivist world-
view that ‘enlightenment reverts to mythology’: to ‘hegemonic identity-
thinking that will tolerate no thinking-otherwise’ (Von Hendy 2002, 297).
Only critical thinking can, for Horkheimer and Adorno, keep enlighten-
ment flexible and humane.

Organisations and Societal Values

In their critique of the myth of positivism, some core ideas of Frankfurt
School representatives Horkheimer and Adorno resonate surprisingly
closely, albeit in a completely different theoretical context, with the myth
concept developed within the Stanford School of international sociology.
For its representatives Jobhn W. Meyer and Brian Rowan myths in modern
societies have ‘two key properties’:

First, they are rationalized and impersonal prescriptions that identify various
social purposes as technical ones and specify in a rulelike way the appropri-
ate means to pursue these technical purposes rationally. Second, they are
highly institutionalized and thus in some measure beyond the discretion of
any individual participant or organization. They must, therefore, be taken
for granted as legitimate, apart from evaluations of their impact on work
outcomes (Meyer and Rowan 1977, 343—4).

The authors suggest that myths are both: the unconscious, widely held
beliefs about rationality in modern Western society that impact on the
generation of formal organisational structures; and elements such as pro-
fessions, programs, and technologies in which these beliefs are institution-
alised by organisations in a ‘dramatic enactment’ of the rationalised myth
pervading modern Western society. They distinguish between ‘production
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organizations under strong output controls whose success depends on the
management of relational networks” and ‘institutionalized organizations
whose success depends on the confidence and stability achieved by iso-
morphism with institutional rules’ (Meyer and Rowan 1977, 355).

This latter type of organisation, whose legitimacy depends on judge-
ment by society, is prone to engage in ceremonial activities at the struc-
tural level to display similarity with societal beliefs about rationality. As
these structures are often not best suited to produce the desired organ-
isational work outcomes, however, the organisations adopt a simultane-
ous informal strategy of decoupling in order to keep functioning at an
operational level (Meyer and Rowan 1977, 355-9). The myth is thus an
external fagade, which reflects and responds to mythical beliefs in society
and hides the informal ways in which an organisation functions behind this
fagade. Hensell (Chap. 14) uses this approach to look at ‘coordination’ as
a pervasive rationality myth in contemporary international interventions
and its tangible effects at the organisational level.

While for Meyer and Rowan the modern rationality myth exists within
the environment that an organisation needs to strategically adapt to in
order to be legitimate, thereby causing internal tensions, for Dyora Yanow,
in contrast, unconsciously created myths allow organisations to carry on
with their work despite deep unspeakable ‘verboten goals’ at their heart.
Yanow defines an organisational or policy myth as ‘a narrative created and
believed by a group of people that diverts attention away from a puzzling
part of their reality’ (1992, 401). Narrative here only designates the idea
that myths are ‘not propositions of logic or arguments of rhetoric’; even
though they usually consist of matter-of-fact statements.

As social constructions, myths are public, always rooted in particular
cultures, times and spaces, and reality for those who believe in and reiter-
ate them. In that sense, ‘[cJonstructing the myth is not done explicitly or
necessarily with the intention of deceiving or manipulating; rather, the
myth is a product of tacit knowledge that is created tacitly and commu-
nicated tacitly’ (Yanow 1992, 402). The function of organisational and
policy myths is to veil tensions between incommensurable values of an
organisation that would undermine not only its work, but perhaps its very
existence, if discussed publicly (cf. also Yanow, foreword; Miinch, Chap.
3). As socially constructed beliefs, these myths are not only reproduced in
discourse, but also enacted in organisational rituals and practices.

Yanow’s concept has been used, for instance, to explore the myths
designed to mask tensions in the non-negotiable beliefs of the International
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Crisis Group, a major transnational think tank reporting on violent con-
flicts. Through the myths of ‘field facts’, ‘flexible pragmatism’, ‘unique-
ness’, and ‘neutrality /independence’, the organisation is able to hide three
incommensurabilities, namely between problem orientation and success
orientation in its knowledge production; between its moral claims and its
lack of a clearly defined moral standpoint; and between its claims of inde-
pendence and its deep entanglements in the international policy commu-
nity. If discussed publicly, these incommensurabilities would undermine
the group’s expert authority and thereby its raison d’étre (Bliesemann de
Guevara 2014).

Knowledge, Power, and the Pevvasiveness of Myth

Two contributions in this book take Yanow’s core ideas a step further.
In her study of the international policy of the ‘democratic control of the
armed forces’, Millar (Chap. 9) combines Yanow’s concept with Miche!
Foucanlt’s ideas of productive power and normalisation to explain the per-
severance of policy myths. She suggests that, rather than searching for the
‘success’ of myths in the vague notion of belief, myths should better be
seen as an integral part of the construction of ‘truths’, understood in the
Foucauldian sense as the product of a diffuse, productive form of power
that creates meaning and subjectivities (Foucault 1980). The function of
myths, in this reading, goes beyond mere belief in that they construct
‘truths’, which are depoliticised, naturalised, and thus not perceived as
historically contingent or particular. Being ‘outside” of myth is impossible
in this reading, and critique thus a constant task of enquiry into the gene-
alogy of today’s truths.

Resorting to Jacques Derrida,'* Robert Cooke (Chap. 4) draws parallels
between Yanow’s ‘incommensurable values’ and the Derridean concept of
différance. Looking at myth from this postmodern perspective, he ques-
tions the understanding of myths in terms of the dichotomy mythos/lggos,
in which myths have come to embody creative fiction contrasted with
the facticity of historical narratives or the immanent experience of reality.
Rather, he argues that myth has to be understood on its own terms as
something that is neither true nor false, thus always based on incommen-
surable principles, which cannot be decided through simple logocentric
acts of naming or definition without doing violence to this fundamental
ambiguity. Taken to its most extreme conclusion, this reading suggests
‘myth’ as the proper term to designate a// of our cultural constructions,
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including scientific and philosophical knowledge, and reminds us to always
remain ‘suspicious’ of the logocentric ideas of ‘knowing’ and ‘truth’.

THE MYTHOGRAPHY OF INTERNATIONAL POLITICS

Based on the discussion of sources and effects of myths—understood
by most authors as a powerful significance-creating narrative or a para-
digmatic ‘truth’—, the myth concepts used in this book can be seen to
roughly form four broad categories which speak to myths’ different socio-
political functions: (a) determining functions (strategy/ideology), (b)
enabling functions (strategy/necessary fiction), (¢) naturalising functions
(social construction/ideology), and (d) constituting functions (social con-
struction/necessary fiction) (see Table 2.1).13

In very general terms, concepts that grant myths a determining or
enabling function stress the instrumental side of myths and the agency
of their creators/users but evaluate this use of myth differently, as either
the (re-)production of a dominant or accustomed social form, a coping
mechanism in view of social constraints, or an instrument of sociopolitical
change. Concepts in which myths fulfil a naturalising or informing func-
tion, in contrast, stress the structural, constitutive, and productive side
of myth beyond agency, but differ in their evaluation of whether knowl-
edge and consciousness ‘outside’ of myth are possible and what role the
mythographer has.

Determining Functions of Myth

Understanding myth as a determining factor is perhaps the narrowest per-
spective on the functions of myths in international politics. The idea of
myth is that of an instrument in the hands of (ideologically) dominant
actors who spin stories, distort language, and stage rituals with the aim
to impose/maintain a hierarchical sociopolitical order (Cassirer, Barthes
[creators of myth]). Studies of the determining functions of myth typically
start from an observation of inequality and hierarchy, and explore who the

Table 2.1 Socio-political functions of myth

Ideology Necessary fiction
Strategy Determining Enabling
Social construction Naturalising Constituting
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myth creators are (politicians, bureaucrats, journalists, experts, academics,
economists etc.); how, faced by complex sociopolitical conditions hardly
under their control, they employ myths to create/maintain the hierar-
chical sociopolitical order (through second-order semiological systems,
spinning of powerful narratives etc.); and what motives and interests exist
behind the instrumental myth re- /production.

Methodologically,'* this sort of mythography focuses on written/spo-
ken text and other symbolical representations and practices, and analy-
ses their content and effects. While not necessarily relying on the false/
true dichotomy underlying ‘myth busting’, this perspective nevertheless
assumes that myths depend predominantly on conscious acts and have
more or less direct and explicit causal links with politics. While in this sense
being limited in its analytical scope and possible contribution to knowl-
edge about the social world, this approach is compatible, for instance, with
current research into the strategic side of political communication (e.g.
Miskimmon et al. 2013) and may add interesting takes on how ‘strategic
narratives” work socially (e.g. through socialisation, work on significant
cultural narratives) to the debate.

Through its underlying reliance on an instrumentalist understanding of
myth (as narrative or ideology), this category also entails that the mythog-
rapher can posit herself ‘outside’ of myth production, as exemplified in
Barthes’s ‘non-mythical language of the Left’. She should be aware, how-
ever, that the idea of an ‘outside’ of myth creates a taxonomy understood
as ‘not only an epistemological instrument (a means for organizing infor-
mation) but [...] also (as it comes to organize the organizers) an instru-
ment for the construction of society’ (Lincoln 1989, 7-8, cf. 131-70).
In this sense, myth concepts such as Barthes’s constitute an ideology
in themselves, which, albeit counterhegemonic, is inherently unable to
escape the hierarchy-creating effects of classification (Lincoln 1989, 7).

Enabling Functions of Myth

Concepts focussing on the enabling functions of myth open the analytical
aperture to the creative, proactive, and subversive sides of myth. Myths
are understood here as clever coping strategies for organisations or indi-
viduals dealing with societal influences or dilemmas (Meyer and Rowan,
Lincoln), or are attributed the potential of a mobilising force or strategic
instrument for sociopolitical change (Sorel, Lincoln). In both cases, myths
work as ‘weapons of the weak’ (Scott 1985), or ‘the lost’, for actors unable
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to change, or unprivileged by, the conditions surrounding them (Lincoln,
Chap. 2).

The ‘work of myth’ (its effects) and the ‘work on myth’ (its actualisa-
tion) are seen as multi-sited interactions of actors with different sociopolit-
ical positions engaged in public and hidden discourses and practices (Scott
1992). The link between power struggles, changing power relations, and
associated myths is conceptualised as a complex relationship in which cat-
egories like dominant/subordinate become blurred. While often a form of
coping or an instance of gradual change, myths may gain broader emanci-
patory potential through the possibility to harness the power of narratives
and their ability to evoke sentiments.

Methodologically, an analysis of the enabling functions of myths in
international politics would identify central significance-creating narratives
or paradigmatic beliefs; trace the ‘work on’ them over time and /or by dif-
ferent actors, including counter-narratives; and explore whether changes
in, or substitutions of, myths have taken place and to which effects.

For example, Dany and Freistein (Chap. 12) point to the agency of civil
society organisations that, albeit limited, has become possible through
the myth of civil society as constituent part of global governance. The
potential or hope of a different future the myth carries is enough for civil
society actors to cling to this powerful narrative despite its as-yet mea-
gre tangible results. Miiller and Sondermann (Chap. 13) show how the
continuous ‘work on myth’ in the case of development aid provided by
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
has gradually expanded the agency of non-Western states in development
matters. Since the goals of development aid are always yet to materialise
in the ‘near future’, the constant need for work on myths such as ‘aid
effectiveness’ has opened up new possibilities for non-traditional donors
to participate in aid governance structures.

Studies of this emancipatory or enabling side of myths contribute to our
understanding of international politics in that they highlight the power of
ideas not only in maintaining but also in gradually altering the social world.

Naturalising Functions of Myth

With concepts stressing the naturalising, depoliticising, and dehistoricis-
ing functions of myth, we enter the field of myths as social constructions.
Here myth is part of the diffuse, productive power that structures knowl-
edge and thereby sociopolitical conditions in certain, hierarchical ways
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while at the same time hiding the political and historical nature of these
processes. The orders to which myths, among other forms of productive
power, contribute seem natural and without alternative rather than con-
tingent and a product of historical and political processes.

‘Myth’ here either designates widely held societal beliefs, such as the
modern Western belief in rationality (Meyer and Rowan) or the related,
even broader enlightenment belief in the power of positivist science
(Horkheimer and Adorno); or ‘myths’ are the medium through which
‘truths’ about social reality are created and transmitted, such as the ‘war-
lord” myth that cements the hierarchy between (civilised) Western and
(non-civilised) non-Western states (Lévi-Strauss read through Bourdieu,
see Goetze, Chap. 7), the myths of bourgeois society transmitted through
everyday cultural products (Barthes), or the ‘truths’ about militarism that
underpin the international policy of security sector reform (Yanow read
through Foucault, see Millar, Chap. 9). This category of myth concepts is
compatible with post-positivist strands in IR research and may add addi-
tional research angles and methodologies to these strands.

The role of the mythographer here is mainly that of an ‘uncoverer’.
Weber’s unearthing of myths that underpin mainstream IR theories offers
an illustrative example. Drawing on the notion of unconscious ideology,
she defines an IR myth as ‘an apparent truth, usually expressed in slogan
form, that an IR theory relies upon to appear to be true’ (Weber 2010, 2).
The function of IR myths reflects Barthes’s conceptualisation of myth as
depoliticising force:

The myth function in IR theory is the transformation of what is particular,
cultural, and ideological [ ...] into what appears to be universal, natural, and
purely empirical. It is naturalizing meanings—making them into common
sense—that are the products of cultural practices. Put another way, the myth
function in IR theory is making a “fact” out of an interpretation (Weber
2010, 6-7, original italics).

‘Uncovering’ myths through critical enquiry and theorising, in Cox’s
(1981) sense, aims at questioning, historicising, and re-politicising
accepted ‘truths’; and it is to this understanding that most studies in this
book seek to make a contribution. At the same time, however, concepts
that point out the naturalising functions of myth also set certain limits to
the role of the mythographer as ‘uncoverer’, since she can neither be out-
side language nor outside society.
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Constituting Functions of Myth

In their understanding of myth as socially constructed, necessary or
unavoidable fiction, concepts that stress the constituting functions of
myth represent the broadest and most radical perspective. They point to
the unavoidable social urge to create meaning and significance through
powerful narratives or widespread paradigmatic beliefs (Blumenberg,
Cassirer, Yanow, Horkheimer and Adorno, Lévi-Strauss); highlight the
socialisation and cultural conditioning through which myths take effect
in all of us (Blumenberg, Lincoln); and lead to the realisation that all our
knowledges are cultural constructions from which there is no ‘outside’
and no escape (Derrida).

From the ‘constituting’ perspective on myths, Weber’s critique of the
unspoken side of IR theory falls short of accounting for the true scale
of her claims. While she acknowledges that ‘alternative perspectives on
international politics’ have their own biases and their own ‘mytholo-
gized understandings of the world” (Weber 2010, 222), she nonetheless
concludes that these are to be the preferred mythologies as they repre-
sent ‘deviant’, subordinate knowledge. From a ‘constituting’ myths per-
spective, however, myths cannot be exempt from too close scrutiny just
because they work for the subaltern and the critical; if myth is everywhere
and all knowledge is imperfect, this is just as true for ‘critical’ thinking as
it is for ‘problem-solving’ theory.

Millar (Chap. 9), for example, points to the dangers implied in myth-
unaware critique, showing how critical voices are complicit in fostering the
myth of militarism as a fundamental building block of an understanding
in which violence by democratic states is seen as ‘deviant exception’ to a
general rule of peaceful democracies. Thereby, critical voices also become
complicit in naturalising the everyday reliance of democracies upon the
(potential for) political violence.

If we subscribe to the ‘constituting’ view on myths, this ultimately
means that we also have to bid farewell to the idea that we can ‘explain’
the world and ‘solve’ its problems based on advances in scientific and
philosophical knowledge. This realisation is the biggest contribution the
‘constituting’ category can make to the study of international politics.
Be it due to our human urge to create meaning, our socialisation, or the
cultural constructedness of our knowledge about the world, we cannot
completely escape exposure to, and complicity in, myth making. Rather
than being treated as a marginal concept, ‘myth’—and all the ambiguities
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it represents—should therefore be embraced as a central way of looking at
international politics.

MyTH AND IR SCHOLARSHIP

Since universities are part of the sociopolitical order that produces, repro-
duces, and challenges the mythology of international politics in its differ-
ent dimensions, the four categories of myth concepts outlined above also
have far-reaching implications for the discipline of IR. In concluding this
chapter, I want to discuss some of these implications, whose acknowledge-
ment would constitute an important step towards more reflexive IR schol-
arship. These implications include the myths the discipline manufactures
about itself, academia’s deep implications in wider societal myths, and the
inescapable mythology of knowledge production.

Determining Myths in IR

With regard to the determining function, the ‘myth of 1919’ about the
birth moment of the IR discipline with the establishment of the world’s
first Department of International Politics at the University of Wales!'® in
Aberystwyth after World War I is certainly one of the most powerful myths
in the discipline. It is the constitutive narrative underpinning the public
and self-image of IR as ‘a noble discipline that was born in order to solve
the tragedy of war for the benefit of all peoples’ (de Carvalho et al. 2011,
749). As Carvalho et al. demonstrate, however,

the overall noble image obscures an “inconvenient truth”: that the over-
whelming majority of international theory throughout its existence has been
imbued with a specific moral/political purpose—to defend and promote
western civilisation—and that the narratives of the discipline have in one way
or another always constituted a “West Side Story” (2011, 750).

There are reasons why the ‘1919 myth’ is nurtured. For the discipline
as a whole, the ‘1919 myth’ is convenient since it gives it a raison d’étre
and its members a shared identity. This explains why the myth has been
constantly retold in IR textbooks (de Carvalho et al. 2011, 752-5, 757;
cf. Ashworth 2014). In this sense, the ‘1919 myth’ has a constituting
function for the IR discipline, a point I shall return to below. For the
geographically marginal Department of International Politics in the small
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Welsh town of Aberystwyth, being the ‘birthplace of the discipline’ is as
much a current marketing tool in a neoliberalised education market as it
has been a long-standing source of reputation, which has impacted on
its position in the academic and, to some extent, the political field, and
thus constituted a form of symbolic capital, which the department has
used in order to position itself amongst intellectual (and now economic)
competitors.

Aberystwyth is, of course, not the only university nurturing its myths;
all universities—indeed, all organisations—do, some more successfully
than others. The obvious danger of the strategic employment of any
myths, understood in the determining sense as a strategic tool, by aca-
demic disciplines and institutions lies in the impact that their narratives
may have, through their teaching activities and publications, on how the
world is imagined by generations of IR students who staff the governmen-
tal and non-governmental institutions of world politics. A first task for a
self-critical discipline is therefore to uncover the strategic use of powerful
narratives about itself, which hide built-in ideologies such as, in the case
of the ‘1919 myth’, the Eurocentric outlook of a discipline that claims to
be world-encompassing.

Enabling Myths in IR

From the perspective of concepts that stress the enabling, creative side
of myths, the IR discipline has possibilities to contest and challenge
such dominant (meta-) narratives by offering alternatives. In this sense,
the ‘work on myth’—understood as the altering, challenging, or replac-
ing of dominant paradigmatic truths—may offer potential for critique,
resistance, and emancipation not only in IR theorising!® but also in how
the discipline organises itself and how it engages with social and political
actors outside of academia.'”

Often, academics engaged in these debates understand themselves not
as academics in an ‘armchair’ sense but as political activists within and/
or outside of academia. Academics straddling the scholar/activist divide—
such as Judith Butler or Michael Hardt—are examples of how alternative
narratives are used to make interventions into the discipline and into the
sociopolitical conditions it studies, and how political activism reflects back
on theorising. Myth concepts may help in making sense of such interven-
tions and fathoming their possibility space.
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What ties the determining and enabling categories of the strategic use
of (or work on) myths in IR together are the ethical questions attached to
the way in which narratives are instrumentalised strategically. While there
seems to be a difference as to whether the use of myth is meant to conceal
an ‘inconvenient truth’ or to effect ‘change for the better’, both uses of
myth should raise concerns insofar as they build on the idea of a possibility
of non-ideological knowledge and agency based predominantly on choice.
As the remaining two categories of myth concepts suggest, however, these
two assumptions may be misleading.

Natuvralising Myths in IR

What is true in terms of the depoliticising, naturalising functions of myth
in international politics also pertains to the discipline of IR. The university
today is an example par excellence of the type of organisation ‘whose suc-
cess depends on the confidence and stability achieved by isomorphism with
institutional rules’ (Meyer and Rowan 1977, 355). While the self-image of
many IR academics stresses independence from politics and the economy,
universities” ways of functioning are deeply implicated not only in the neo-
liberal structures of contemporary (world) society, but also in the myths
that underpin it. Acknowledging the deep implications of academia with
broader societal myths seems essential when studying the mythology of
international politics, for it would be hypocritical to ‘uncover’ the myths
that naturalise the sociopolitical order without reflecting upon the myths
that influence the very way in which academia presents itself.

Academic ‘myths at work’ (Bradley et al. 2000) in a narrower sense
include those accompanying the neoliberalisation and new public manage-
ment of the global university (Academic Rights Watch 2014; Schrecker
2010). ‘Student satisfaction’ is one of the powerful narratives that have
accompanied these processes, now providing a benchmark against which
academic performance is measured. The fee-paying student is seen as cus-
tomer, knowledge and ‘skills” as products, and the academic as paid pro-
vider of services geared to ensure client happiness. Whether this should be
the task of a university, however, is questionable (Collini 2012).

‘Impact’ is another example. With the impact-oriented policies of many
research funding bodies, and the REF-related impact agenda in the UK
more specifically,’® research is expected to yield results that have some
bearing on the broader society. This pushes research projects in IR closer
towards the logics of the policy world, where only certain knowledges and
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their representation qualify as ‘impacting’ or are considered ‘useful’’®—
categories which furthermore differ from country to country depending
on political culture (Jasanoft 2005). This has hierarchising effects on ways
of knowing and values of scholarly knowledge. Messiness and complexity,
for instance, seldom make their way into advice to policy circles, where
actors prefer simplicity and ‘evidence’—with often appalling results (Law
2004).

In a broader sense, ‘the myths we live by’ (Midgley 2004 ) as academ-
ics are shaped by, and in return reproduce, the fundamental myths of
modern Western society such as rationality, positivism, individuality, and
effectiveness. Midgley discusses three central enlightenment myths—the
‘social contract’, ‘progress’, and ‘omnicompetent science’—and shows
how they interrelate in detrimental ways, ‘not only because they are all
over-dramatic and need rethinking, but because the last of them impedes
our efforts to deal with the first two, and with many other problems as
well’ (2004, Chap. 1).

To be sure, the enlightenment myths discussed by Midgley did, of
course, play a major role in challenging and changing previous sociopoliti-
cal orders characterised by religion, feudalism, monarchy, and so on. In
this sense, they can be seen to have had an enabling or deterministic socio-
political function, and it is very much the context in which such myths
operate which determines their specific function under specific circum-
stances. What Midgley’s discussion hints at, however, is that dominant
generalised myths of society at any specific time (in this case: in modern
Western society) tend to affect knowledge production in that they make
up part of the ‘imaginative structure of ideas by which scientists contrive to
connect, understand and interpret...facts’ (Midgley 2004, Chap. 1)—con-
sciously but more often unconsciously. It is in this sense that the myths we
live by as scientists naturalise certain understandings of the world over oth-
ers with a tendency to reproduce the modern sociopolitical order as it is.

Constituting Myths in IR

In the ‘constituting’ understanding, myths are inevitable. This is doubt-
lessly the most radical implication that myth concepts have for the IR
discipline and how it understands itself and its work. Myths are the pow-
erful narratives or beliefs through which meaning and significance of the
academic’s profession is created (such as the ‘1919 myth’); they are a part
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of the academic’s habitus through socialisation, and they entail the realisa-
tion that all of our academic knowledge is socially constructed, thus flag-
ging the need for constant reflexivity.

This perspective also suggests that no matter how much and how precise
the knowledge is that we produce about the world, scientific knowledge
may not be able to ultimately and unanimously solve the sociopolitical
problems of our world (Zehfuss 2014 ), which has deep implications for
the self-understanding of a discipline that has, by and large, relied on the
‘1919 myth’ as its raison d’étre. Since international politics and its aca-
demic exploration involve undecidable ambiguities, which may not be
explained or decided by abstract, logocentric discussions around ontology,
epistemology, and methodology, the mythographical approach to interna-
tional politics may offer a new way of thinking about the discipline and
its object of study. In this sense, we might best understand all scientific
knowledge as ‘myths with footnotes’ (Lincoln 1999, 209), whereby the
footnotes hint at the ethico-political decisions, the ‘leaps of faith’ in the
Derridean sense (Zehtfuss 2014, 619) that we have taken in the face of the
undecidable or unsolvable.°
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NOTES

1. I discuss the range of theorists that have been used by the contributors to
this book, which only represents a fraction of myth conceptualisations
available in different disciplines (and certainly has its own biases). On other
myth theories, cf. Bottici (2007); Flood (2013); Lincoln (1999);
Scarborough (1994); Segal (2004 ); Von Hendy (2002).

2. On different epistemological understandings, forms, and functions of
myth cf. also Miinch (Chap. 3).

3. The positions mapped in the graph represent my reading of the myth con-
ceptualisations and their relation to each other. The graph is thus necessar-
ily a subjective, and highly simplifying, visualisation .
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. In the English language, ‘narrative’ is often used in the broad sense of

‘frames’ that structure an overarching meta-narrative (e.g., narrative 1 =white,
narrative 2 =black, meta-narrative =colourfulness). In contrast, German
authors tend to use ‘narration’ to denote the process/activity of storytelling,
while the ‘narrative’ is the product and structure of this activity, describing,
in the narrower sense, the plot which establishes a relation between differ-
ent statements (Gadinger et al. 2014, 21). I use this latter understanding.

. In Narrative and Time, Ricoeur (1984) uses the Aristotelian muthos to

signify emplotment, but does not discuss myth as genre. In his earlier work
The Symbolism of Evil (Ricoeur 1967, part II) he engages with myths in
more detail in his aim to explore the human condition, uncovering the
intentions behind traditional myths. See also Cooke (Chap. 4); Von Hendy
(2002, 306-13).

. In this book, myth-as-narrative concepts are used by Dany and Freistein

(Chap. 12); Goetze (Chap. 7).

. See also the burgeoning literature of the ‘emotional turn’ in IR; for over-

views e.g. Bleiker and Hutchison (2008) and Crawford (2000).

. Miller and Sondermann (Chap. 13) trace the ‘work on’ the ‘aid effective-

ness’ myth.

. Kithn (Chap. 8) uses Blumenberg’s concept to explore myths regarding

the international intervention in Afghanistan.

Miiller and Sondermann (Chap. 13) draw on Barthes’s ideas in their analy-
sis of the myth of ‘aid effectiveness’ in international development coopera-
tion; Finlan (Chap. 10) uses them as inspiration to explore myths of
contemporary warfare.

On the futility of such endeavour, see Cooke (Chap. 4).

Cf. Loriaux (2008) on another use of Derrida to deconstruct myths; on
Derrida, see also Loriaux and Lynch, Chap. 15.

Cf. Neumann and Nexon (2006) on four possible constitutive effects of
popular culture on politics.

On the methodology of mythographical approaches to international poli-
tics, see Miiller (Chap. 6).

Now Aberystwyth University, where I happen to work.

See e.g. Kiersey (2012).

See, for example, the critical blog “The Disorder of Things’ (http://the-
disorderofthings.com/), which regularly features interesting discussions
around these questions.

REF—Research Excellence Framework—denominates a ‘system for assess-
ing the quality of research in UK higher education institutions’ (see
http://www.ref.ac.uk). It measures the quality of research outputs
(publications), the research environment provided by higher education
institutions, and the impact of research in wider society.
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19. This is, worryingly, a ‘decivilising process’ in Norbert Elias’ sense, as
Andrew Linklater has remarked upon reading this chapter.

20. For further discussion of how to deal with the mythology of IR, see the
conclusions by Loriaux and Lynch, Chap. 15.
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CHAPTER 3

Beyond National Policymaking:
Conceptions of Myth in Interpretive Policy
Analysis and Their Value for IR

Sybille Miinch

‘Family’, ‘homecoming’, ‘growing together’—in trying to reconstruct
how European identity was discursively imagined in Germany’s EU
enlargement discourse during the 1990s, Hiilsse (20006) argues that meta-
phors like these primordialise Europe and establish a binary opposition
between insiders and outsiders. ‘In this way, European identity looks very
similar to German identity. Obviously, there is nothing postmodern about
it—it is very much in line with modern, nationalist ways of constructing
identity’ (Htlsse 2006, 415). What this finding is missing, however, is
how the EU differs from nations as ‘imagined communities’ (Anderson
1991). As opposed to the EU, nations’ construction of identity often
relies on the existence of myths (Langewiesche 2014, 14). These myths in
the sense of founding stories are expressions of a primary ethnocentrism
and serve the self-representation and identity of societies. As such they
are an important part of both the communicative as well as the cultural
memory of groups and societies (Beer 2014, 9). Myths in this sense are
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like a society’s autobiography, as they only stress what is positive about it.
Langewiesche (2014, 18) maintains that the limited amount of acceptance
of the European Union cannot be traced back only to its lack of demo-
cratic legitimacy; the limited acceptance was attributable most of all to a
lack of shared myths that could justify political decisions in a pre-political
way. Myths can create a common ground that does not need to be backed
up politically. ‘Unlike most nation-states, the EU faces the challenge of
actively creating and sustaining myths about its polity’ (Lenschow and
Sprungk 2010, 133). The underlying assumption is that a political sys-
tem that cannot shape its own myths is going to have great difficulties in
generating support for its rule (Della Sala 2010, 3). This is not limited to
myths as origin-stories but holds true for other concepts of myths as well.

How metaphors, myths, and arguments construct not only identity
but also reality itself and thereby shape policymaking has been the main
focus for authors working in the tradition of interpretive policy analysis
(IPA). This chapter takes stock of the contributions of IPA to the study
of myth and discusses how they could be compatible with questions of
International Relations (IR). The chapter does not pretend to do justice
to the general concept of cosmologic myths often studied by social anthro-
pologists or to myths in literary studies. Neither is it limited to those polit-
ical myths that focus on the birth and development of a nation (Segesten
2011, 76). Instead, it argues that the application of IPA’s sophisticated
conceptualisations of discourse and myths and how they relate to politi-
cal action offer a rich conceptual and analytical toolset whose usefulness
is not limited to local or domestic policymaking [see, for instance, Lynch
(2014), on how interpretivism can inform IR].

The following section introduces the reader to interpretive policy anal-
ysis and its different framings of agency in discourse. It then turns to IPA’s
different conceptualisations of myth, which are discussed with regard
to three dimensions of myth analysis. The first concerns the question
whether myths should be treated as social constructions, as consciously
deployed strategies, or as expressions of a wider power/knowledge sys-
tem. The second dimension is guided by the question of what particular
forms myths—understood by the majority of IPA authors as a specific
form of narrative—can take on. The third dimension, finally, differentiates
myths by their aims or functions. The chapter suggests that a coherent
mythographical study into any politics-related question needs to start with
mythographers’ conceptual and methodological decisions regarding these
three dimensions of myth analysis.
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ARGUMENTATION AND PERSUASION IN POLICYMAKING:
THE INTERPRETIVE TURN

Traditional policy analysis with its interest in ‘what governments do, why
they do it, and what difference it makes’ (Dye 1976) tends to conceptual-
ise public policymaking ‘as a coherent process of solving known problems’
(Colebatch 2005, 15). Public problems in this mainstream perception
are regarded as part of a pre-given neutral reality, distinct from politi-
cal opinion, to which public policy simply responds (Schram 1993, 252;
Hofmann 1995, 128). This perspective on policymaking is also reflected
by the policy cycle model as the core heuristics of policy analysis (May and
Wildavsky 1979). The formation of a political agenda then appears to be
‘a virtually automatic process’ (Howlett et al. 2009, 94), with government
portrayed ‘as a machinery for solving problems’ (Colebatch 2005, 17).
Admittedly, since the 1970s scholars in the field of public policy started
challenging these assumptions by stressing politics, interest, and power
involved in agenda-setting (cf. Cobb and Elder 1971). Nevertheless,
problem definition itself remained mostly a black box (Stone 1989, 281).
Meanwhile, authors in a sociology of knowledge tradition such as Blumer
(1971) or Spector and Kitsuse (2006 [1977]) had long established a basis
for a constructionist! approach to social problems by asking how prob-
lems were (discursively) constructed. Yet ‘the ghost of positivism’ (Dryzek
1993, 217) continued to haunt policy analysis for some time.

Since the early 1990s, however, a growing body of literature that
emerged with the ‘argumentative turn’ (Fischer and Forester 1993; Fischer
and Gottweis 2012a)? or the ‘interpretive turn’ (Healy 1986; Yanow
1995) in policy studies has highlighted the importance of concepts such as
discourse, knowledge, and interpretation. In spite of their very heteroge-
neous theoretical foundations, the different strands in interpretive policy
analysis usually share the social-constructionist assumption ‘that there is
nothing in the world whose meaning resides in the object itself” (Loseke
2003, 18). What is regarded as an incontestable reality in positivist theory
is comprehended by post-positivist scholars as being based on interpreta-
tions that involve choices and judgments (Bacchi 1999), and that are hence
inherently but not obviously normative and political (Herrmann 2009,
24). What is regarded as a policy problem is both historically and cultur-
ally contingent (Loseke 2003, 63). Constructionism resists the essentialist
assumption that ‘problems’ have objective and identifiable foundations.
Instead, they are constructed by means of argumentation and persuasion.
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This does not imply, however, that they are ‘merely’ constructions and
do not really exist. On the contrary, these constructions have far-reaching
consequences, as policies, interventions, and controls are built upon them
(Groenemeyer 2003, 7).

Post-positivist authors such as Bacchi (1999, 2, 2015) have suggested
speaking of ‘problematisations’ rather than ‘problems’ in order to empha-
sise that problems acquire their meaning through discursive processes.
With discourse being a vague and ambiguous concept to guide empirical
observation, many interpretivists have turned to those elements that struc-
ture discourse, such as narratives and, consequently, myths. Yet different
approaches in interpretive policy analysis differ to a high degree in their
understanding of meaning, discourse, and agency—and thus also of the
role of myths in constructions of political and social ‘problems’ and ‘solu-
tions’. The following section identifies three different approaches that
could inspire a first guiding question for researchers when entering a myth
analysis: Do we treat myths as social constructions, as conscious creations,
or as constitutive for subjects themselves?

ANALYTICAL DIMENSION 1: HERMENEUTIC, STRATEGIC,
AND DISCURSIVE NOTIONS OF MYTH

As opposed to the interpretive paradigm in sociology with its micro-
sociological focus, interpretive policy analysis is home to both interpretivists
with a hermeneutic understanding of meaning and poststructuralist authors
with a discursive understanding that traditionally would not be referred
to as interpretive (Wagenaar 2011). Three different major strands of how
the relationship between agency and structure is understood and what this
implies for the understanding of discourse and myth can be distinguished.
For interpretivists in the hermeneutic sense, ‘political subjects are seen
as “agentic”, that is, as sovereign or foundational subjects, who stand out-
side of and shape “reality”” (Bacchi 2015, 3). According to this approach,
meaning is located in the intentions, motifs, or beliefs of political actors.
Drawing from Berger and Luckmann, they maintain that social order is a
human product, or rather an ongoing production by humans that is insti-
tutionalised, legitimised, externalised, and perceived as natural, objective,
and other than human-made (Knorr-Cetina 1989, 87). To treat myths
as social constructions implies that they are not individual inventions but
are collectively shared and believed. ‘Myths are constructed explanations,
not authored ones. No one says, “Let’s sit down and make a myth!” They
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evolve in much the same socially constructed way that the rules of soci-
ety do, over time, drawing on societal knowledge known tacitly’ (Yanow
1996, 192-193, original italics). Rather than searching for universal laws
like neo-positivist social science, the interpretive-hermeneutic approach
then tries to reconstruct how policymakers create, communicate, and
understand meaning which is located in practices, artefacts, and texts alike
(Gottweis 20006, 465).

A subgroup among the interpretive-hermeneutic authors maintains
that subjects are not only prior to discourse but that they are also strate-
gists. Discourses and myths then become a resource and a weapon in the
struggle over ideas. Authors in the tradition of the so-called argumentative
turn stress how argumentation and persuasion is central to policymaking.
One of the main goals is not only to change an existing reality but also
to consciously establish a common understanding of a problem (Fischer
1998, 12). This approach focuses on how actors use ideas to gather politi-
cal support and diminish the support of opponents, all in order to control
policy (Stone 2002, 34). Authors in this tradition regard the ‘struggle
over ideas’ as the essence of policymaking (Stone 2002, 1). In a similar
vein, Segesten (2011, 77-8) highlights the political agency behind the
use of myth, the strategies of those that she calls myth entrepreneurs.
While criticising Cassirer for overemphasising the role of elites in myth
making, she emphasises how myth entrepreneurs give myths a coherent
form: by ‘placing them in an understandable narrative, for instance to
some extent, introducing logos into the mythos, these artisans allow myth
to have a political effect. One of the qualities of myth, which justifies its
quasi-universal appeal, is the vagueness of its content and its focus on
symbols and rituals’ (Segesten 2011, 79). In policymaking, ‘perpetuating
cultural myths allows policymakers to influence the moral limits within
which policy debates take place’ (Marston 2000, 367). Myths attempt to
fix meaning by claiming the status of self-evident ‘truths’. The strategic
construction of moral identities in policy discourse is ‘most powerful when
they accord with myths at the sociocultural level” (Marston 2000, 367).

A third strand of reasoning explicitly wants to go beyond this focus on
how political actors understand their social worlds or policy problems more
specifically. These authors reject the idea of treating policymakers as unified
subjects who enter decision-making ‘with an identity already formulated in
terms of his or her preference’ (Gottweis 2006, 465). Instead, discourses
are seen as constitutive not only of the object world but also of identities and
subjects. In Foucault-influenced poststructuralist policy analysis, political
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subjects are constituted in discourses understood as broad, socially pro-
duced forms of knowledge. While this approach was rather weak in Fischer
and Forster’s fundamental work in 1993, it has grown to become a signifi-
cant element of post-empiricist policy analysis. Advocates of poststructural-
ist policy analysis stress the power of overriding structures of knowledge
and meaning that do not rest on the wishes, interests, and interpretation
of acting subjects but are prior to them. These proponents of poststruc-
turalist policy analysis (cf. Howarth and Griggs 2012) also work under the
label Political Discourse Theory or Essex School. Their notion of myth is
informed by Ernesto Laclau’s work and its focus on how myths help con-
stitute social movements (see below). More generally speaking, they try to
capture the purposes, rules, and ontological presuppositions that render a
practice or regime possible, intelligible, and vulnerable. Their analysis of
discourse and myth focuses not only on the linking together of demands
into wider political projects and forces but also on how certain practices
grip subjects and render them complicit in covering up the radical contin-
gency of social relations (Glynos et al. 2009, 11-12).

A clarification of what kind of understanding of meaning and myth
guides one’s analysis of myth should be considered a first step of analysis.
A second dimension is provided by the question of what particular form a
myth takes on. Here again, the researcher can draw from IPA’s conceptu-
alisation of discourse, narratives, and myths.

ANALYTICAL DIMENSION 2:
MyTHS AS DIFFERENT FORMS OF NARRATIVE

The notions of ‘myth’ in works of IPA are manifold, yet most of them
treat myths as specific forms of narratives or stories (for an exemption see
Yanow 1992). These narratives then are the specific patterns that struc-
ture a discourse. According to the Dictionary of Discourse Analysis, ‘myth’
refers to stereotype narratives, chivalric stories, and founding stories alike
(Wrana et al. 2014, 276). What these definitions have in common is how
myths are characterised by narrative structures. ‘Fundamentally, narrative
story-telling reveals or conveys an experience structured as a sequence of
events or occurrences (e.g., beginning, middle, and ending) through which
individuals relate their experiences to one another’ (Fischer and Gottweis
2012b, 12-13). This emplotment is both chronological and more or less
explicitly causal. Narratives provide orientation, identity, distancing, justi-
fication, and coping (Wrana et al. 2014, 276). It is the power of narrative
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to link different elements, events, or agents and thereby limit the set of
plausible political action (Gadinger et al. 2014, 25). When it comes to
problematisation, narratives are central. Neustadt und May (1986, 274)
suggest: ‘Don’t ask “What’s the problem?,” ask “What’s the story?” That
way you’ll find out what the problem really is.” The choice of a beginning
for a problem-setting story can already be an act of politics. In the portrayal
of a conflict, for instance, the choice of a starting point of events decides
what to include in the ‘total account of blame and revenge’ (Koschorke
quoted by Gadinger et al. 2014, 12). Political narratives and myths sim-
plify by relating otherwise disparate events, creating specific constellations
of actors—protagonists and antagonists in particular—and thereby portray
a certain kind of action as the right one (Gronau and Nonhoff 2011, 4).
Hein-Kirchner (quoted in Elter and Kohler 2015, 395) distinguishes
political myths-as-narratives according to their content into individual,
event-related, spatial, and temporal myths. Individual myths personalise
history; they attribute a certain event to a single person. This is common
for the foundation of a social movement, a certain heroic deed, or sacri-
fice. When charged with a key moral message, a myth becomes a fable—a
story that tells of the overcoming of a problem by heroic intervention that
results in a happy ending. ‘By presenting policy actors with actions that
find their resolution in a desired set of outcomes, such fables also offer
them a place within the story, requiring, as well as justifying, their inter-
vention’ (Cornwall et al. 2007, 6).°> Myths relating to an event mark a cer-
tain incident as turning point or caesura. ‘D-Day’ and ‘Sarajevo 1914’ are
just two of the many examples of such event-related myths in international
politics.* Spatial myths relate to places and territories but also to intan-
gible boundaries. Naming a specific place, such as “The West” in American
history, implies an entire story. Naming ‘The West” in world history evokes
quite a different story, but one which is very powerful no less.> Temporal
myths focus on certain eras that are credited with outstanding positive
or negative economic, cultural, or political developments, for instance,
‘the Golden 1920s’, ‘the Age of Enlightenment’ (Elter and Koéhler 2015,
395) or ‘the Cold War’. These categories of myths can overlap or comple-
ment each other. They are conveyed by all sorts of media, be it in political
speeches, literature, film, or writings, during memorial days, and so forth.
One of the most prominent forms of political myth is myth as founding
or origin story. Myths and narratives have been described as structuring
principles of discourse. According to Lyotard, narration has the function
of providing legitimacy. Whereas narratives look for legitimation in the
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future, myths look for legitimation in a primal founding act (Viehover
2004, 234). Elter and Kohler (2015, 394) equate political myths with
emotionalised collective narratives that interpret history in a selective and
stereotypical manner. Rhetoric instruments to be found in myths are exag-
geration, glorification, and repetition. Authors in the tradition of Critical
Discourse Analysis have analysed how myths in media and schoolbooks
help dealing with a traumatic past, how myths hide fractures, civil war
atrocities, and conflicts (Wodak and Meyer 2009, 20).

Myth in this understanding is always an account of a ‘creation’; it relates
how something began to be. In referring to these myths, groups are united
with a primordial time. This is not to shed light on a past event, but on
the present. According to this notion of ‘myth’, myths are stories told by
societies or groups to design a specific picture of their imagined past (Beer
2014, 8). Again, this need not be limited to national identity or domestic
policymaking. As stated above, it has been argued that the limited amount
of acceptance of the European Union could be attributed to a lack of shared
myths that could justify political decisions in a pre-political way. On the other
hand, the German—French reconciliation and end to ‘hereditary enmity’ fol-
lowing WWII has become a strong origin story to constitute this special
cooperation as ‘twin engine’ or ‘core countries’ of European integration.

This second dimension—what kind of form a myth has—is closely
related to the last dimension, which directs attention to the question of
what myths do.

ANALYTICAL DIMENSION 3: FUNCTIONS OF MYTHS

Authors in the tradition of IPA have attributed different roles to myths
that are not mutually exclusive but, on the contrary, often overlap. These
include myths as means to mask tensions, as discursive context, as a differ-
ent form of rationality, as naturalisation and universalisation, and as ani-
mating action. To make the picture even more complex, these functions
need not necessarily correspond with certain forms of myth, nor with one
specific constructivist, strategic, or poststructuralist notion of myth.

Myths as Means to Mask Tensions

One of IPA’s most prominent contributions to the concept of myth stems
from the interpretive-hermeneutic strand. Dvora Yanow (1992) researches
the development of organisational or policy myths. ‘From an anthropo-
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logical rather than a literary approach, myths may be seen as explanations
constructed in the face of puzzling parts of their organizational or policy
contexts’ (Yanow 2000, 80). Yanow (1992) explores how myths arise in
order to conceal ‘verboten goals’ that are publicly unspeakable because
there is no explicit public consensus to support them. Therefore, policy
myths and their related organisational myths are constructed at those points
where the implementing agency is most vulnerable.® ‘A myth is a narrative
created and believed by a group of people which diverts attention away from
a puzzling part of their reality’ (Yanow 1996: 191). In diverting attention
from incommensurables, myths create areas of silence in public discourse.
Drawing on traditional theories of myth making, Yanow’s definition (1996)
includes the following elements: myths are stated in a particular narrative
form; they are often statements of facts, yet they are not propositions of
logic and therefore immune to factual attack. It is not necessary for them to
have a discernible plot line. Second, as social constructions they are rooted
in a particular time, place, and culture and therefore need not be universal.
To say that they are constructions implies that they are public, not indi-
vidual or private. Moreover, it stresses that they are not conscious creations
(Yanow 1996, 191). Third, they are reality for those who subscribe to them.
Fourth, myths mask tensions between incommensurable goals. Again, this
is not intentional but a product of tacit knowledge (Yanow 1996, 192).
According to Yanow (1996, 193), one way of holding a tension between
irreconcilable contradictions is to block further inquiry.

Yanow (1992) illustrates her point in a case analysis of the Israel
Corporation of Community Centers, an agency created to implement
national social policies. The myths she finds are the ‘myth of rational goal-
setting’, the ‘myth of flexibility’, and the ‘myth of uniqueness’. The first
myth reconciles the conflict between two incommensurables: the values of
the stated goals that cannot be reached with the agency’s limited budget,
and the value of maintaining organisational existence. By directing atten-
tion to goal setting, the myth diverts attention from the impossibility of
reaching these goals. The ‘myth of flexibility” diverts attention from the
need to show goal attainment under conditions of constantly changing
criteria. The ‘myth of uniqueness’ is used to establish the agency organ-
isationally when in fact it is not unique. It was needed to stop questioning
the nature of this agency and asking whether it could tackle the ‘verbo-
ten goal’ of absorbing Sfaradim into Azhkenazim in a country otherwise
ignoring questions of ethnicity (cf. Yanow, foreword to this book).
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According to Yanow, myths ‘provide a way of knowing about the
world. They compel emotional as well as intellectual belief, they social-
ize and moralize, and they thereby prompt action’ (Yanow 1996, 193).
Moreover, they legitimise the social and political order that is vested in
existing institutions. Because myths are so deeply embedded in a polity’s
architecture of meaning, they are difficult to detect for someone who is
imbued with the values and beliefs surrounding a policy issue. Therefore,
it is the interpretive policy analyst’s task to move back and forth between
the local knowledge of policy-relevant publics and the analytic distance of
the stranger (Yanow 2000, 80).”

Myths Serving the Exclusion of Altevnatives

Authors in the hermeneutic tradition of IPA have stressed how problem-
setting stories in policymaking need to relate to discursive structures of
opportunity provided by the dominant culture of the respective welfare
state. “There are people and interests behind narratives who bring nar-
ratives into the world. But these individuals give birth to narratives only
within the confinements of the available discursive possibilities’ (Fischer
2003, viii). Hence, relating to a founding myth relieves of the necessity
for political explanation and justification. It can be part of a kind of master
frame that represents the core values of the respective society (Lepperhoft
2006, 262-3). The dominance of certain frames can then be explained by
the degree to which they resonate with the political culture (Lepperhoff
2006, 259).

Christopher Bosso (1994) provides an example of how interpretive pol-
icy analysis treats the context not as objective or as an independent vari-
able but as something that is discursively constructed itself, yet influences
problem definition. ‘If problem definition is contextual, then policy elites,
interest groups, and even the mass media are not free to act in any way
they want’ (Bosso 1994, 198). They have to relate to culturally embedded
meta-narratives or myths for problem definitions to catch on at a particu-
lar place and time and to help a policy to come about. When it comes to
agricultural subsidies, for instance, Bosso (1994, 186) highlights how in
the USA ‘an agrarian mythology rooted in democratic ideals clouds any
clear headed popular assessment’ of the realities of advantaged agribusi-
ness. Farmers enjoy the same positive social constructions as the elderly
or veterans and are thus seen as deserving of direct government support
because they evoke mythological images of the typical family farm. Such
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images ‘may connect urban Americans to an arguably more virtuous
agrarian past, the symbolic loss of which would disturb more than a few
citizens, even if their consumption patterns have little to do with family
farming’ (Bosso 1994, 187). The lack of specificity of these myths means
that competing political interests can easily appropriate them. A romanti-
cised and mythic agrarian past regards farmers as stewards of democracy
that are part of America’s constitutional foundation and thereby precludes
any debate about agricultural policy (Bosso 1994, 187).

Myths as a Diffevent Form of Rationality

A different contemporary notion of myth is one of the rationalisation of a
confusing situation. ‘It is the degree to which a myth or a rationalization’s
central premise fits with people’s existing expectations that the myth has
power’ (McCoy 2000, 47). The argument here is that, in spite of IPA’s
criticism towards mainstream policy studies for idealising policymaking as
rational, these post-empiricist approaches with their emphasis on rational
argumentation have themselves underestimated different forms of per-
suasion (Gottweis 2007, 237). Employing a myth in policy talk can also
relate to a different rationality that breaks away from scientific rationality
or logos. Both can be united, however, and often are. In many constitu-
tions, for instance, a mythological image of history is raised to the ranks of
constitutional imperative (Langewiesche 2014, 13).

Cornwall emphasises the qualities of myths that sprout forth from
human emotions. She regards myth as an expression of emotion, and
emotion turned into an image. Myths are compelling because they reso-
nate with the affective dimensions of norms and values. This is what gives
them the power to spur people into action (Cornwall et al. 2007, 6; cf.
Bliesemann de Guevara, Chap. 2). Blumenberg maintains, however, that
the distinction between mythos and logos is an imaginary one and that
myth in itself is a piece of work of the logos (Wrana et al. 2014, 276; cf.
Kiithn, Chap. 8).

Myths as Natuvalisation and Univevsalisation

All myths lay claim to timeless validity. Therefore, they exhibit a tendency
towards universalism and essentialism. In the field of development poli-
cies, for instance, different authors have highlighted how some discourses
rely on the pervasive myth that women are inherently more peaceful than
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men, or that they are passive victims, rather than being actively involved
in violent conflicts (Cornwall et al. 2007, 10). This drive towards univer-
salisation in policymaking arises when different actors ignore the context-
specific nature of social relations (Cornwall et al. 2007, 11).

Poststructuralists among interpretive policy analysts, in particular, have
made a point for anti-essentialism. Ideology is not regarded as a distorted
representation of an objectively given reality because reality, according to
their understanding, is always constructed. Ideology is still defined as dis-
tortion, however, in the sense that it constructs a totalising horizon that
denies the contingent and precarious character of social identity. “The con-
struction of naturalizing and universalizing myths and imaginaries is a cen-
tral part of the hegemonic drive towards ideological totalization’ (Torfing
2005, 15).

Ideological myths are a key feature of political community, as commu-
nities are held together by narratives with a totalising, imaginary, or even
fantasmatic dimension. They ‘promise fully achieved identity in a land of
idle happiness’ (Torfing 2005, 24). Poststructuralists maintain that discur-
sive formations are more or less durable depending on how they mobilise
Lacanian categories of fantasy and enjoyment. In analysing fantasmatic
narratives, Jason Glynos and his colleagues (2012) scrutinise the affec-
tive dimension of discursive practices, how key logics in media and policy
responses have operated to narrow down public debate on causes and
solutions for public problems such as the financial crisis. These fantasmatic
narratives can take different forms. They can be beatific when the fullness
of enjoyment is promised to follow the overcoming of an obstacle or the
removal of a villain. The narratives can also be horrific, for instance, by
employing epidemiological metaphors such as ‘toxic assets’ or the ‘con-
tamination’ of the financial system. The ‘sacrifice of enjoyment’ is rou-
tinely projected onto others and ascribed the status of ‘stolen’ in a manner
that informs various types of scapegoating (Howarth and Griggs 2012,
322; Barbehon et al. 2015).

Ernesto Laclau, as one of the founding fathers of Political Discourse
Theory, introduces the conceptual distinction between myths and social
imaginaries. In both cases, the background against which these formations
emerge is that of structural dislocation, the process by which the contin-
gency of discursive structures is made visible (Howarth and Stavrakakis
2000, 13). ‘Every identity (and social object) is dislocated per se because it
depends on an outside that denies it and, at the same time, is its condition
of possibility’ (Biglieri and Perell6 2011).
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Myths attempt to repair the dislocated space in question by rearticu-
lating the dislocated elements and forming a new objectivity. If they are
effective, they can act as a surface of inscription for a variety of social
demands and dislocations. However, when a myth has proved success-
ful by incorporating a plethora of social demands, if it is hegemonised
and legitimated, it becomes an imaginary. This is defined as a horizon or
an absolute limit, which structures a field of intelligibility. The ‘Christian
Millennium’, the ‘Enlightenment’, or positivism’s conception of ‘prog-
ress’ are examples of imaginaries (Howarth and Stavrakakis 2000, 15).

Myths Animating Actions

Different authors stress how myths can animate action. In the field of
development policies, as early as 1967 Albert Hirschman drew attention
to the role that myths play in motivating and animating the actions of
development actors. Taking Sorel as starting point (cf. Bliesemann de
Guevara, Chap. 2), he maintains that myths are not mere descriptions of
things but expressions of a determination to act. For him, the relation-
ship of myths to truth or falsehood therefore misses the point. What mat-
ters, he insists, is how myth provides a sense of conviction and purpose
(Cornwall et al. 2007, 4).8

In a similar vein, Maarten Hajer (2003), as one of the most promi-
nent advocates of argumentative policy analysis, asserts that any discourse
analysis aims to show how discourse shapes reality. He tries to explain
policy changes by distinguishing three different angles: shifts in the terms
of policy discourse, the formation of discourse coalitions, and the terms
of the particular institutional practices in which the discursive conflicts
are played out. The first dimension, the terms of policy discourse, con-
sist of storylines, metaphors, and myths. Myth then ‘brings coherence by
explaining why things cohere: a “constitutive myth” explains cohesion by
narrating a foundational event, a “dystopian myth” makes people cohere
to avoid a catastrophe’ (Hajer 2003, 105). With regard to international
politics, ‘dystopian myths’ can be found, for instance, in attempts to con-
vince potential allies of the need to intervene in armed conflicts or in the
politics surrounding the 2008 financial crisis.

The role of myth in providing coherence and animating action is also
picked up by Ernesto Laclau and authors in the poststructuralist line
of IPA. In denying the essentialisms in classical Marxism that treats the
social as structural positive totality and assumes an ultimate revolutionary
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subject with a fixed identity, they ask where radical social change can come
from. According to Shantz (2000, 98-9), this requires attentiveness to
the particular forms of constitution of collective wills in social movements
through social myths. It is the creation of myths which enables members
to make sense out of their present, legitimise their efforts at change, and
point to a new future. Myths provide a sense of unity and identity and can
point beyond material interests.

In his conception of myth, Laclau draws on Sorel, but denies ‘the
primacy of any monomyth, such as the General Strike, by which a cen-
trist fixing of identity, that is, an explicitly class-centric identity, might be
established” (Shantz 2000, 103). Instead, he treats social myths as essen-
tially incomplete, without a privileged totalising space that is closed, a
concept that permits a realm of openness and extension of the democratic
imagination (Shantz 2000, 103). Just like labour movements in classical
Marxism, these social movements (for instance, ecology, queer politics, or
feminism) are not constrained by national borders.

A Remark on Myth-as-Lie

In common parlance, to tell a myth is often equated with telling a lie
(Langewiesche 2014, 13). The use of the term myth is to invoke it as a
device to emphasise the falsity of taken-for-granted assumptions and as a
basis for designating what ought to replace them (Cornwall et al. 2007,
4). It is striking how the notion of myth-as-lie is common in IPA, too.
In spite of post-positivism’s interest in argumentation and narratives and
Yanow’s (1992) explicit contribution on myths, it is quite common for
authors to use the concept of myth not as analytic device but rather as a
label to criticise policy analysis’s mainstream assumptions. Technocratic
policy analysis’s conception of policymaking as rational is then rebutted as
‘myth’, and so is its belief in the neutrality of policy as science (cf. Fischer
2003, 125).

CONCLUSION

The interpretive turn in policy analysis regards policymaking as an ‘ongo-
ing discursive struggle over the definition and conceptual framing of
problems, the public understanding of the issues, the shared meanings
that motivate policy responses, and criteria for evaluation’ (Fischer and
Gottweis 2012b, 7). In showing how language and discourse shape reality,
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and thereby challenging the traditional assumption that problems are part
of a pre-given ‘neutral’ reality to which policymaking responds, authors
have started to pay attention to those elements such as narratives and
myths that structure discourse.

With the umbrella term interpretive policy analysis being home to both
interpretive-hermeneutic and poststructuralist approaches, advocates of
this post-positivist kind of research have been very prolific in developing
conceptions of myths. While most of them treat myths as particular form
of narrative, they differ in whether they restrict the notion of myth to
origin stories, in what these myths do, and whether they are consciously
employed by political actors. Others treat myths as discursive context or
horizon to which single discourses have to relate to in order to appear
plausible. They all stress how myths serve the legitimation of certain insti-
tutions or courses of action.

These differing concepts, the chapter argues, need not be restricted
to domestic policymaking, but could easily be applied to the field of
International Relations. A myth analysis drawing from IPA could then be
structured by three guiding questions: a first reflexive one that encourages
the author to clarify her epistemological premises and thereby her notion
of agency in discourse and myth-telling; a second one that differentiates
between different forms of myths; and a last one that focuses on what a
particular myth does in a particular context.

NOTES

1. The term constructionism is used widely in the sociology of social problems.
Synonymously, one could talk of social constructivism.

2. The argumentative turn in policy analysis and planning is the title of a col-
lected volume by Fischer and Forester (1993) that introduced post-
positivism in policy analysis. Argumentative policy analysis serves as an
umbrella term for some authors, while others use the term interpretive pol-
icy analysis synonymously. This is also reflected in the name of their interna-
tional conferences—IPA.

3. Personalised myths are not always ‘heroic’ in the positive sense, however, as
the example of the warlord myth shows; cf. Goetze (Chap. 7) on warlords
and states. Dany and Freistein (Chap. 12) argue that heroic deeds can also
be attributed to collectives such as civil society organisations in global
governance.

4. Cf. Bliesemann de Guevara (Chap. 2) on the myths of ‘1648’ (the Peace of
Westphalia) and ‘1919’ (the birth of the IR discipline).
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ul

. Cf. Kiithn (Chap. 8) on Afghanistan as ‘graveyard of empires’.

6. Yanow (1992) develops the notion of ‘verboten goal’ leaning on Harold
Garfinkel’s ‘publicly unmentionable goal’.

. On the methodical challenges of studying myths, cf. Miiller (Chap. 6).

8. Kossler (2014) demonstrates how development as a concept is itself a myth.

N
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CHAPTER 4

The Precipice of Myth: Mythology/
Epistemology

Robert Cooke

THE MYTH OF SISYPHUS

Albert Camus famously referred to the myth of Sisyphus to dramatize the
absurdity of the human condition: ‘Eluding is the invariable game. The
typical act of eluding, the fatal evasion... is hope. Hope of another life one
must “deserve” or trickery of those who live, not for life itself, but for an
idea that will transcend it, refine it, give it meaning, and betray it’ (Camus
2005, 7). In his attempts to cheat death, Sisyphus is cursed by the gods to
ceaselessly roll a rock atop a mountain, only to see it roll back down and
start again. Sisyphus exists in a meaningless universe and is condemned
to a labour fundamentally futile, a fate that is made to appear worse than
death, yet paradoxically his passion for life is as unceasing as his fate. To
live or to die are the most contrasting of acts, and yet both lie in the wake
of this absurdity. Based on this premise, Camus (2005, 9) raises the ques-
tion of whether one should kill oneself: ‘Does the Absurd dictate death?’
At its precipice, to which Sisyphus eternally labours to carry his burden,
exist the limits of his universe.
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The decision to commit suicide to resolve the absurd, Camus argues,
is ‘prepared within the silence of the heart’, and as such, so must the
decision to keep living (Camus 2005, 3). The promise of plenitudinous
meaning atop the mountain is a myth to mask life’s unspoken absurdity.
Sisyphus’ own (decisive) silence is surely, therefore, a myth amid a myth.
Human life is but an ‘inhuman show in which absurdity, hope and death
carry on their dialogue’ (Camus 2005, 8). How this dialogue goes about
in its silence is the fundamental question of myth and the mythographer.

Traditional literature on myths transcends ethnographical, geographi-
cal, and historiographical boundaries: here, the concept acts as a stage to a
typical cast of tropes and tales, which mythologists analyse and categorise
to discover their (mythical) paradigms and archetypes (e.g. Lévi-Strauss
1963, 1970; Coupe 2009, 3-5). Other authors have sought to expose
the ideological and negative power of myths (e.g. Barthes 1991), whereas
more recent scholars have adopted myths into the social sciences with
empirical intentions (e.g. Yanow 1992).! This chapter differs from these
approaches in that it strives to comprehend both the limits and possibili-
ties of the mythographical approach to knowledge through an exploration
not of its methodology but of its metatheoretical conditions of possibility.
Inspired by Jacques Derrida—reading myths, meaning, and metaphysics
as systems of signs and signifiers (cf. Bliesemann de Guevara, Chap. 2)—
this is an ontological enquiry into an epistemological aporia.

I will argue that a foundational aporia embedded at the meta-mythical
level, the very myth of myths, is the incommensurability between mythos
and Jogos—that which constitutes myth as an object. From this derives
a necessary critique of the very limits of metaphysics, in which lggos is
‘put on edge’ (Spitzer 2011, xx). The purpose of this chapter is to push
myths to their most ‘absurd’ conclusion, to better comprehend myth on
its own terms, and to challenge where the modern ‘reclamation of myth
is itself logocentric’ (Spitzer 2011, xvii). Following mythos—as the disrup-
tive trace of lggos—enables a deconstructive reading of philosophy, giving
a voice to that which silently haunts /ggos and logocentric discourse. In a
nutshell, it shall be argued that the logocentric limits of mythos and myth
analysis are themselves a myth, and that myths have the potential to signify
every aspect of knowledge.

This chapter begins by analysing metatheoretical delimitations of previ-
ous approaches to myths, especially in the works of Claude Lévi-Strauss,
Paul Ricceur, and Dvora Yanow. While these authors have in common that
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they have sought to reclaim myth in their works, I argue that they have failed
to reclaim myth on its own terms. To substantiate this argument, the second
section draws parallels between Yanow’s ‘incommensurable values” and the
Derridean concept of différance, explicating their implications for our own
understanding of mythos and metaphysics. Thirdly, by highlighting parallels
between mythos and the pharmakon, 1 apply the analysis to the illustrative
case of Horkheimer and Adorno’s discussion of myth and enlightenment.
The fourth section directs the attention towards the question of mythogra-
phy and discusses the value of empirics versus ethics. It argues in favour of
a reflexive ethic of suspicion, in contrast to hope, to better accommodate
the ambiguity of mythos. The chapter concludes by reviewing the virtues of
postmodern myth and mythography in accepting the absurd.

THE MYTH OF MYTH

There is no simple or even single definition of myth, which would decide
its inherent undecidability. Myths have come to broadly embody the ‘fab-
ulous narration’ (Williams 1988, 211), the creative fiction contrasted with
the facticity of historical narratives or the immanent experience of reality.
However, this fact/fiction dichotomy is not the be-all and end-all of myth
but rather based upon a deeper distinction between logos and meythos.

The logos/mythos dichotomy can be traced back to the dialogues of
Plato, who distinguishes between the arguments of /ggos and the fables
of mythos, enabling simplistic binaries to emerge by placing myths among
fictions and falsehoods. Yet in Plato’s dialogues, logos/mythos do not
exist within simplistic binaries such as fact/fiction or true/false. Plato’s
dichotomy establishes philosophy as lggos and in doing so establishes
the birth of metaphysics to the detriment of mythos. Yet while for him
logos signifies reason, truth, presence, and falsifiability, mythos signifies the
non-argumentative and therefore is neither true nor false. Plato himself
frequently utilised myths and mythic thought, appropriating myths or even
inventing his own ones as an integral part of his philosophical endeavours
(Spitzer 2011, xvi—xvii). Mythos eluded comprehension within the bounds
of reason and rationality, as non-falsifiable, and thus appealed to inferior
faculties. And it is in this respect, at the greatest antithesis between Jogos/
mythos, that myth did not simply signify an aberration away from rational-
ity but a potential threat—a ‘disease of language’, the internal Other of
metaphysics (Williams 1988, 211).
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While this confusion surrounding simplistic binaries deserves to be dis-
missed, they do succeed in emphasising the recurrent priority and privilege
of logos, which cannot be ignored. For the sake of emphasising such privi-
lege, our focus will revolve around the works of Lévi-Strauss, Ricceur,
and Yanow. Although these authors and others critiqued later within this
chapter approach and define myth in very different ways, it is their com-
mon attempt to reclaim myth as a useful concept for analysis that merits
their discussion. Also, we can determine their works’ varying ontologi-
cal structures through their relation to /ggos and its privilege within the
metatheoretical narrative of their own mythology.

Lévi-Strauss? provides an interesting beginning, since he is aware of the
dichotomous problematique of myth and seeks to overcome it (Derrida
2005, 365). While rejecting the notion of any finality either theoretically
or practically in myth analysis, Lévi-Strauss nevertheless strives to uncover
the ‘basic logical processes which are at the root of mythical thought’—
effectively, the universal laws of myths (Lévi-Strauss 1963, 3-5, 224-5, cf.
1970, 10). Myths and their elementary structures signify a deeper reality of
relational patterns, which unveil their universal and unconscious order—a
meta-language, which informs a latent logic of structures. To Lévi-Strauss,
logos is therefore the ontological foundation of mythology, sublimating
mythos into logos. This is further reflected in his ‘scientific’ approach and
the reduction of complex narratives into mytheémes (Lévi-Strauss 1963,
210-11), that is, units of myth, which in relation to one another follow a
logical structure and hence acquire meaning.

For Lévi-Strauss, the categories of both culture and nature are under-
pinned by this ‘logic’ of myth, contrary to other structuralists such as
Barthes, who sees myth as a matter of culture disguised as nature in a
depoliticised narrative (Coupe 2009, 148). In the Barthesian sense, myth
always signifies an ideology, a sophistry, which needs to be demytholo-
gised and exposed as a social construct, otherwise reinforcing the political
status quo and hegemony of the ruling classes (Barthes 1991, 142; cf. also
Miiller and Sondermann, Chap. 13; Finlan, Chap. 10).

Such a claim directly contrasts Ricceur’s understanding of myth as a
challenge to hegemony through the hermeneutic disclosure of ‘the pos-
sible’ (Ricoeur 1991, 482-90). Taking a broad temporal perspective on
myths in terms of both their historicity and possible futures, Ricoeur dis-
tinguishes between mythos and historia, in which the beginning is histori-
cal but the origin is mythical (Ricceur 2006, 139—40). Situated in history
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and constituted through language, hermeneutics discloses at the heart of
society and language a mytho-poetic nucleus in which mythos (at first)
appears central. Yet while myths are not to be discarded or reasoned into
submission, Ricoeur still distinguishes between deviant and genuine myths.

At face value, for Ricceur the dichotomy between logos and mythos
ceases to be entirely in the former’s favour in arguing that the ‘claim for
logos to rule over mythos is itself a mythical claim’. Myth can never be sub-
sumed into reason absolutely, granting a ‘mythical dimension to reason
itself”, therefore making any ‘rational appropriation of myth’ a simultane-
ous ‘revival of myth’ (Ricceur 1991, 485-7). The two are rather deeply
intertwined, even complementary, inspiring Ricoeur’s call for a hermeneu-
tical dialectic between ‘critical’ logos and ‘creative’ mythos (1991, 490). It
is only when myths combine their critical-creative insights and, therefore,
hold the capacity for ‘liberation’ through the possible that they are to be
considered genuine. Perversion of myths occurs at the ‘level of naivety’.

In the pursuit of the possibility of liberation through myth, Ricceur
(1965, 191) relies upon the “principle of hope’, understood broadly as the
expectation for some future good. Myths take place within the realm of
consciousness so that their creative difference may open up the possibil-
ity of forming resistance against oppression. This disruptive function of
the imagination is not guaranteed and requires maintaining a critical vigi-
lance, for which an outlook based upon hope is required. Hope, however,
evades the actual by appealing to the transcendent possible. It is that ‘fatal
evasion’ that Camus derides for distracting our attention away from the
absurd. Therefore, despite rejecting possible finality, Ricoeur fails to resist
the alluring unity of /ggos in the form of the transcendent future good.

In this sense, therefore, both Lévi-Strauss and Ricoeur look to, and
are dependent upon, a form of lggos—in spite of never expecting to find
it. Whereas Lévi-Strauss looks to a sense of latent logic or order, Ricceur
seeks radical possibility. This consistent hierarchical prioritisation of lggos
at the expense of mythos is no coincidence: Western metaphysics is funda-
mentally logocentric. Logocentrism signifies, within the metaphysics of
presence, the desire for a transcendental signified, such as the appeals to
truth or reason, as forms of plenitude (Derrida 1997, 43, 49). Whereas
logos is vivified as this presence, mythosis in turn vilified as its absence.

Yanow’s theory is less abstract and instead seeks to be ‘analytically
useful’ (Yanow 1992, 399).> Myth is defined as ‘a narrative created and
believed by a group of people that diverts attention away from a puzzling
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part of their reality’ (Yanow 1992, 401). These puzzles are products of
the clash between two or more incommensurable principles and, as such,
Yanow’s articulation is in line with Ricceur in regarding myth as an answer
to ‘existential crisis’ (Ricoeur 1991, 484).

The key difference, however, is silence. Where Ricoeur analyses myths in
the form of speech and through discourse of what could be, Yanow analy-
ses their silences and deflections of what is. Where Ricceur’s myths are
explicitly conscious, Yanow’s concern embraces the unconscious. Meaning
in myth, in Yanow’s analysis, is therefore to be found in her analysis of
unacknowledged ‘verboten goals’ and ‘tacit knowledge’ (Yanow 1992,
402). Hidden beneath the factual, rather than the fictional, such myths
precisely cannot be recognised as such, else the incommensurables cease
to be tacitly accepted and thereby incite crisis.

Therefore, demythologisation similarly ceases to be a necessarily con-
scious activity and is simultaneously prone to remythologisation to (re)
resolve and (re)divert the returned conflict. Although never explicitly
stating a position regarding logos/mythos, Yanow’s acknowledgment of
‘the verboten’ as ‘the real’ is logocentric, implicitly diminishing myths
to merely false representations—a secondary presence, relatively absent
in comparison to the immediacy of present reality. The chosen factual
policy myths, using her method, are exposed as palatable fictions masking
the real (incommensurable) facts. For Yanow, the separation between the
conscious and unconscious is determined by the implicit tension between
incommensurable values. However, that which remains silent within
Yanow’s analysis is her own hopeful evasion, her own tacit logocentrism
underpinning her concept of verboten goals.

This presence/absence hierarchy upon which metaphysical discourse
has constituted itself could be seen to suggest its logocentric limits border
upon myth and mythos, excluding them from philosophy’s mastered space
of lggos. In the following, however, I will argue that mythos, as the Other
to logos, plays the part of Derrida’s ‘trace’, which is that ‘part played by the
radically other within the structure of difference that is the sign’ (Spivak
1997, xvii). The next section will trace mythos through logocentric dis-
course to reveal its differential excess destabilising and de-centring origi-
nary presence. Giving a voice to this Other logic by exploring philosophy’s
aporias tests the limits of Jggos. It shall be argued that it is mythos that acts
as the foundation to /ggos and logocentric metaphysics.
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THE MYTH OF PRESENCE

In reading Jogos as presence, it would be a mistake to interpret mythos, or
any silences, as simple absences. Mythos follows a different structure of logic
entirely: an aporetic structure. An aporia is an apparently insoluble logical
difficulty of differential excess, following yet departing from the rules of
logic within philosophical discourse (Blass 2005, xviii). Myth should be
recognised as supplementary to the deficiencies of logos by synthesising the
heterogeneous, through means such as narrative or metaphor, and deflect-
ing attention away from the aporetic and absurd.

Myth is ontologically formed of the existential play of difference
between presence and absence, which exists in the absence of a transcen-
dental signified (/ggos) and cannot be contained by the philosophical tradi-
tion. Building upon the Platonian understanding of myth as neither true
nor false, mythos cannot be encompassed within an enclosed conceptual
framework. In this respect, mythos in terms of presence/absence resem-
bles Yanow’s structure of the mythic as two incommensurable principles.
This structure provides us with an analytically useful tool, yet contrary to
Yanow’s theory, presence/absence cannot be resolved or otherwise cease
to be mythos. Such play is undecidable and limitless (Derrida 1997, 50).
Instead, resolution is deflected onto more play and more myth.

This deflection, or evasion, of meaning resembles Derridean différance,
in which plenitudinous meaning is eternally deferred in its difference to
other signifiers and so on ad infinitum. Just as Sisyphus was eternally
cursed to almost reach the pinnacle of the mountain only to see the rock
roll back down, so must any definition appeal to other words from which
it differs, and begin its labour of defining anew.

This means that any definition is never absolute—that definition is myth
and must succumb to the logic of the supplement. Any definition must be
supplemented by further signifiers in striving to attain plenitudinous pres-
ence, but the supplement ‘adds only to replace’ (absence): ‘What is no
longer deferred is also absolutely deferred’ (Derrida 1997, 145, 152—4).
As in mythos, ‘the supplement is maddening because it is neither presence
nor absence...presence is absence, the nondeferred is deferred’, creating
an eternal ‘chain of supplements’ (Derrida 1997, 154). The supplement
vacillates between presence and absence according to the logic of play—a
logic Other to Jogos (Derrida 2004, 70). In following this Other logic to
its full implications, metaphysics shows significant shifts in terms of its
foundation, knowledge production, and myths as metaphors.
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The first and most immediate implication is to demonstrate that the
foundation of logos is mythos. Counter to the Hegelian dialectic, which
homogenises differences into a unified force, myths present a dialectic
without synthesis. Mythos cannot form a univocal foundation but is rather
plurivocal. It presents an inexhaustible alterity with which logos and phi-
losophy can construct their identities, which grants them presence but
also signifies their infinite lack or absence through the logic of supple-
ment. The simultaneous excess and absence provides a non-foundational
foundation, and establishes possibility out of its very impossibility (Spitzer
2011, 66-8).

Mythos therefore acts as the trace, which is the mark or imprint of
absence that haunts presence, as the undecidable otherness that haunts
logos. As ‘the unheard difference’ of the trace, mythos acts as ‘the différance
which opens appearance and signification’ (Derrida 1997, 65). But this
means that ‘the trace is not only the disappearance of the origin’, but that
the origin ‘was never constituted except reciprocally by a non-origin, the
trace’ (Derrida 1997, 61).

This shows how the inversion of the logos/mythos dichotomy at the
expense of lggos, in search of an alternative foundation, is as absurd as
logocentrism. Mythos, as undecidable, simply cannot form such an ‘ori-
gin’ in the same sense as Jogos, and any attempt would neglect this cru-
cial dynamic and dialogue between the two (Spitzer 2011, xx). Just as a
simplistic inversion of life /death shows, in the question of suicide, the
absence of life as death is yet ‘the most obvious absurdity’ (Camus 2005,
57). Death is but a mere alternative form of transcendental certainty,
reconciling the irreconcilable to the point of choosing one’s own demise.
Dialogue is not merely silenced but (de)ceased.

Mythos makes both lggos possible and its absolute hegemony impossible.
Yet to achieve this, the trace of mythos also effaces itself, becoming silent
and tacit. Derrida refers to metaphysics as a ‘white mythology’, which
has ‘effaced in itself that fabulous scene which brought it into being’, by
which he refers to difference as the trace which remains ‘active and stir-
ring, inscribed in white ink” (Derrida 1974, 11).

The second implication directly concerns epistemology and knowl-
edge production. Yanow (1992, 403) conveniently highlights how myths
‘direct attention toward what can be known’. But as we have seen in the
(non-)foundation to /Jggos, as well as the enabling difference which is able
to produce (the myth of) definition, to know is to mythologise. The estab-
lishment of epistemic presence in the form of truths, facts, or definitions
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can never be fully realised. These forms of knowledge serve to mask the
underlying and incommensurable tension of ontology. There is also no
‘tacit’ knowledge, in Yanow’s sense, as an underlying truth that is not
already always itself a myth because it remains underpinned by mythos. As
such, frameworks of knowledge such as paradigms or ideologies signify an
intertextuality of myths along a mythographical sign-chain. Myths, there-
fore, act as the silent conditions for our logocentric reality, enabling the
potential expansion of myth analysis to all forms of knowledge.

This, however, produces its own more practical problems. To analyse
myths to their greatest theoretical depth raises the question of how to
adequately capture a mythographical understanding of myth, using the
non-foundational logic of mythoes, and avoid deciding the undecidable—
or indeed, defining the undefinable. This is a basic metaphysical prob-
lem faced by all the previously discussed authors (whether knowingly or
unknowingly), and the short answer is that we cannot. The longer answer
is that the undecidable is the condition by which myth is both under-
pinned and undermined. To help outline this problematique, the concept
of ‘the decision’ shall, for our purposes, be read parallel to Derrida’s con-
cept of originary violence of language—originary in that it is both the first
violence and in that it gives birth (as the non-origin) to the origin:

To name, to give names that it will on occasion be forbidden to pronounce,
such is the originary violence of language which consists in inscribing within
a difference, in classifying, in suspending the vocative absolute (Derrida
1997, 112).

In rupturing the infinite play of différance, this first violence gives birth
to finite speech as no longer endless. To decide is an ontological violence,
establishing discursive coherence, which inevitably excludes the Other
(mythos)—like the transcendental signified, placing ‘a reassuring end to
the reference from sign to sign’, thereby achieving a closure (cldture) of
metaphysics and founding ‘the origin and end of its study in presence’
(Derrida 1997, 49; Spivak 1997, xli). More than a simple ‘temporal
finishing-point of metaphysics’, Spivak (1997, xx) argues, ‘[i]t is also the
metaphysical desire to make the end coincide with the means, create an
en-closure, make the definition coincide with the defined’. In this respect,
myth is decision, as the point of resolution and self-effacement.

The metaphysical act of ‘the decision’ remains, nevertheless, deeply
necessary. Undermining the basis of knowledge also carries implications
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for all things in relation to the sign, including speech. If we understand
violence as exclusion, the decision/myth/speech constitutes a violence in
its exclusion of play and différance. Yet to disown speech would (in the
inverse and absence of speech) constitute silence, like death, ultimately
excluding all things. The non-decision thereby constitutes the greater vio-
lence. Therefore, we are left with the seemingly paradoxical thesis in which
‘speech is doubtless the first defeat of violence’, but in which violence ‘did
not exist before the possibility of speech’. In this respect, acknowledging
the necessity of the decision, Derrida calls for ‘violence against violence’,
drawing a distinction between ‘worst’ and ‘least’ violence (2005, 145-6,
162).

From a mythographical perspective, however, although myth is deci-
sion, it remains equally important to assert decision is myth. Spitzer
reminds us that ‘closure is impossible, since undertaking it always unwit-
tingly dis-closes’ (Spitzer 2011, 78). The rupture (re)creates an opening
through its finity. As Derrida argues, ‘this field is in effect that of play, that
is to say, a field of infinite substitutions only because it is finite...there is
something missing from it: a center which arrests and grounds the play of
substitutions’ (Derrida 2005, 365). The non-central centre is the trace. As
the metaphysical Other and non-foundational foundation, it exemplifies
the undecidable in any decision as the fundamental elusion which consti-
tutes our illusion that cannot be wholly arrested or excluded: ‘One could
say...this movement of play, permitted by the lack or absence of a center
or origin, is the movement of supplementarity’ (Derrida 2005, 365).

Our third implication, therefore, is to draw comparisons between this
meta-mythography and other forms of the trace, such as writing and
metaphor. Even a fairly traditional mythologist such as Campbell has
made such a connection, analysing myth as a composition of metaphori-
cal language (Campbell 2002). In Ricoeur’s The Rule of Metaphor, meta-
phor is understood as a ‘trope of resemblance’. However, metaphor also
‘constitutes a displacement and an extension of the meaning of words; its
explanation is grounded in a theory of substitution’ or, as we might refer
to it, supplementation (Ricoeur 2003, 1). More significantly, however, in
metaphor we find a similar inferiority to /ogos at the metatheoretical level.
Drawing comparison between mythography and the semiotic comple-
ments the second implication by focussing upon the mythic structure of
the sign—as underpinned by a trace-structure rather than a logocentric
presence-structure.
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The metaphorical is antipodal to the literal, but the function of met-
aphor reinforces the privilege of the /lggos. Parallel to the relationship
between myth and metaphysics, the metaphor is the non-foundational
foundation of writing. As Derrida (1974, 60) writes that ‘it is not so much
that metaphor is in the text...rather these texts are in metaphor’. In this
sense, metaphor forms an Other language and is, similarly, ‘not, there-
fore, a matter of inverting the literal meaning and the figurative mean-
ing but of determining the “literal” meaning of writing as metaphoricity
itselt” (Derrida 1997, 15). All forms of language are metaphor in one
form or another as translation, such as translating a non-philosopheme
(or mythéme) into a philosopheme, or how the sign seeks to translate the
signified. But even the signified itself is never fully present or immediate
‘as the sign is always the supplement to the thing itself” (Derrida 1997,
145). As will be seen in the following section, neither writing nor mythos
conform to logocentric forms but find metatheoretical overlap in the form
of the pharmakon.

THE MYTH OF THEUTH

In the Platonic dialogue Phaedrus, Socrates extols a panegyric to speech as
the superior vehicle of truth in condemnation of writing, and does so by
recounting the myth of Theuth, the Egyptian inventor and god of writing
(Derrida 2004, 95-7; Plato 1973). Writing is offered as a gift by Theuth,
as an aid to wisdom and memory, yet rejected by King Thamus as nothing
more than a recollection and a recipe for forgetfulness. This discussion
balances upon the Greek word of pharmakon, which can be alternately
translated as either ‘remedy’ or ‘poison’ (Derrida 2004, 75)—another
binary parallel to presence /absence, memory/forgetfulness, and speech/
writing. It is at this fold in the discourse that Derrida begins reading.

Socrates argues for the ‘purity of presence and self-presence as speech’,
as the immediate, ‘living’, and verifiable Jggos, and in doing so Derrida
identifies a ‘kinship of writing and myth’ (Derrida 2005, 369, 2004, 80).
As we have seen, both myth and writing exemplify an Other logic embed-
ded within the pharmakon, erring and oscillating between falsifiability
and non-falsifiability. The pharmakon reflects this play between presence
and absence, constituting incommensurable opposites, and is therefore an
exemplar of the undecidable. Being both cure and poison, and yet neither,
each depends upon their essential ambivalence.
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Transcendental truths, manufactured by ‘philosophy as lggos, can only
be understood through an unending oscillation with mythos’ (Spitzer 2011,
85, 117). But the irreducible ambiguity of the pharmakon and its possible
meaning is beyond any control or synthesis, whether by kings, gods, or
philosophers. Any attempt at imposition or domination is met with resis-
tance and evasion. The pharmakon is, therefore, a helpful term for better
comprehending mythos as a remedy and poison by making meaning both
possible and impossible whilst maintaining its essential ambiguity.

To take a particularly illustrative example, it is in these dual senses that
Horkheimer and Adorno are able to construct their dual thesis: ‘Myth
is already enlightenment, and enlightenment reverts to mythology’
(Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, xviii).* On the one hand, mythology
had contributed to progress and enlightenment through the dialectic, and
was still valuable in so far as it could continue to contribute to progress.
Whilst on the other hand, mythology could also be considered one of
the dangers of Enlightenment thinking, which could eventually regress
towards ideology and violence. The critical capacities of reason become
instrumentalised, reverting to mythology with new orthodoxies and new
dogmas. Sisyphus’ pinnacle, the point at which enlightenment ‘reverts’
and rolls back down the mountain and into irrationalism, is born of reason
itself. These differences can be seen as suggestive of a return to the logic of
the supplement. However, their desire for more remedies (progress) and
fewer poisonous tendencies (regress) is equally indicative of constructing
myth as a pharmakon.

The signifiers of remedy/poison, good/bad, presence/absence,
memory/forgetfulness, and progress/regress are never stable and always
changing with each variation in subject, space, or time. As such, any foun-
dational definition is futile (in a logocentric sense). However, we might
complement the pharmakon by taking inspiration in nomenclature from
Ricoeur’s distinction between living and dead metaphors, through which
we might distinguish between living and dead myths.

The Rule of Metaphor is itself a translation; the original French title
being La Métaphore Vive. Ricaeur’s position is a question of hermeneutics,
a matter of increasing possible interpretation. He argues that ‘metaphor
is living by virtue of the fact that it introduces the spark of imagination’,
through the very capacity to coin new metaphor itself, which enables the
‘possibility’ Ricoeur craves. Dead metaphor, by comparison, is considered
insignificant as ‘common meaning and add[ed] to the polysemy of lexi-
cal entities’. The former, or forgotten, metaphor ceases to contain the
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creative tension between its split meanings as both ‘is like” and ‘is not’ in
which irreducible possibility emerges (White 1991, 313; Ricceur 2003,
358, 115; Simms 2003, 76).

The death of metaphor therefore demands a revitalisation, a reopening
of the possible, a conscious and hopeful remythologisation. For the pur-
poses of this chapter, however, in which knowledge is treated with much
greater suspicion than hope, this formulation must be somewhat inverted.
Metaphor does not die as it enters the general lexicon because, as has
already been argued, the literal is always already metaphorical. Its power as
the trace reflects its place as the ‘active’ yet effaced element underpinning
language. In being understood as literal, the unrecognised metaphor runs
parallel to the unrecognised myth of facticity.

Instead, those myths which are ‘dead” are recognised as myths and lose
their ontological and epistemic power. In being labelled a ‘myth’ they
begin to signify the simplistic notion of absence as fictions or lies. Simply
put, they are no longer believed and, therefore, are no longer used to
resolve contradictory principles, whilst those which are ‘living’ continue to
evade and deflect tension away from their absurd ‘reality’. A myth can be
considered living by virtue of the extent to which it vivifies and breathes
possibility (and in the same instance its impossibility) into the notion
of knowledge through its silent play. Those like the myth of mythless-
ness (or indeed, the myth of logocentric ‘myth’ and the belief that myths
can somehow be abolished, overcome, or made less) are in this case still
strong. But there must also always be an oscillating play between the living
and the dead.

In this sense, death disrupts the possibility of possibility, but it is not
a simple closure of différance. Living/dead is not a binary between dis-
closure and closure, because it is closure which dis-closes, and myth
constructed as either fact or fiction are both forms of metaphysical clo-
sure. To declare a myth to be ‘in fact’ a fiction is precisely to re-resolve the
incommensurable tension exposed by exposing the myth in the first place.
The key distinction to draw in this respect is that whereas unrecognised
myth is resolved as an epistemic presence, recognition re-resolves the now
absurd myth in terms of epistemic absence. The former, therefore, betrays
its significance in terms of (what could be called) epistemic privilege atop
the logocentric hierarchy. Such a myth of mythlessness provides a prime
example of deflecting absurdity onto more play and more myth.

This is because the living element is the trace, as the infinite movement
of différance. ‘Death’; on the other hand, ‘is the movement of différance
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to the extent that that movement is necessarily finite’. But, as already out-
lined, the imposition of finity (re)produces infinity and, in this respect,
death also ‘inaugurates life’ (Derrida 1997, 143). And as such myth is
always to some extent both living and dead—mythos is undying.

How such a definition of this nomenclature would work in practice is
ambiguous, but that is how it should be. It has less to do with methodol-
ogy and more with one’s approach towards myth. Such categories, and
those categorised within, could never be final, and to exclude any one
dimension of myth would not only impose an especially violent decision
but would reduce the possibility of how mythology varies between the
level of the conscious and unconscious, as well as between theory and
praxis. By applying this distinction to the previous example, Horkheimer
and Adorno’s ‘enlightenment’ thesis, we also see how recognition of myth
as ‘myth’ need not necessarily commit one’s knowledge to the point of
existential crisis before resolution but can act and elude through much
subtler supplements.

The living myth here is ‘progress’. Horkheimer and Adorno expose
the undermining undecidability of the pharmakon underpinning the
enlightenment whilst simultaneously masking it again through a dialec-
tical disguise. In this form the myth is maintained by being allowed to
elude and play between those points of fixity where its tensions would
be fully exposed: the pre-modern mythology essential to modernity, of
irrationality as reason; and dogmatic matter-of-fact ‘progress’, of reason
as irrationality. In this instance, the myth of progress can be described as
both a living and dead myth.

Enlightenment is precisely able to elude because it exists within an inter-
textuality of myth. Living myth may supplement itself within more myth to
mask any perceivable points of tension: in this case by supplementing with
a remedy where there is poison, such as barbarism or ‘positivist decay’.
This is done without denying the possibility of either remedy or poison,
as enlightened /mythic creation and destruction, by harnessing the onto-
logical power of the very pharmakon in which the enlightenment is made
absurd. But rather than acknowledge the absurdity underpinning their
thesis, Horkheimer and Adorno continue to seek a dialectic with synthesis,
a transcendental point of enlightenment which exists as a virtue between
two extremes of mythologisation. Enlightenment must exist both within
and without myth.

However, despite writing one of the most disparaging critiques of
modernity within the twentieth century, such an approach is indicative
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of a less ambitious ethic of muddling about with the same, albeit more
critically. They seek to do this by reapplying the Hegelian principle of
‘determinate negation’, which ‘discloses each image as script’ and ‘teaches
us to read from its features the admission of falseness which cancels its
power and hands it over to truth’ (Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, 18).
Horkheimer and Adorno seek to take the dialectic out of Hegel’s hands to
reclaim it from the forces of regression, from fear. They argue that the irra-
tionality of reason stems from the fear of the unknown, which they see as
determining the ‘path of demythologisation’: ‘humans believe themselves
free of fear when there is no longer anything unknown’ (Horkheimer and
Adorno 2002, 11). However, the two equally succumb to similar fears in
their own attempts to remedy and reclaim the possibility of progress, ‘that
which distinguishes enlightenment’, from the ‘decay’ to which Hegel
had ‘consigned it’. Although averse to the ‘self-satisfaction of knowing
in advance’, and the securities of specific knowledge, Horkheimer and
Adorno instead still subscribe to the myth of knowledge as an abstract
entity (2002, 18). Their compounded dialectical approach anticipates a
necessary direction (even if not a necessary outcome) for the myth of
progress to ‘progress’, deferring the absurd tension towards a reified and
enlightened future.

A mythography able to accept the absurd and undecidable move-
ment of mythos is in need of an ethic fundamentally different from that of
Horkheimer and Adorno.

THE MYTH OF MYTHOGRAPHY

Itis a (mythical) truth commonly acknowledged, that an academic in pos-
session of a good theory must be in want of an empirical case study. The
problem with empirics, however, stems from its position as a source of
‘knowledge’, primary partner of the positivist, and essential weapon in the
armoury that is epistemic discourse. Indeed, myth must stand ‘in opposi-
tion to epistemic discourse’ (Derrida 2005, 362). Adopting the evasive
form of myth we have explored, when applied reflexively a mythographical
approach cannot produce its own ‘knowledge’ claims. This includes rec-
ognising the impact of the mythographer upon myths and ‘myth’ itself as
mythomorphic. Lévi-Strauss (1970, 5, 12), being aware of this, acknowl-
edged ‘it would not be wrong to consider [his] book itself as a myth’. And
now this chapter too, by prescribing a synthetic unity (through its inevi-
table decisions) in articulating mythography, will contribute to creating its
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own iteration of the ‘myth of mythology’, one that is, rather, the myth of
mythography.

In this respect, the pharmakon of mythography is the undecidable deci-
sion. Each decision is both a poisonous violence and a remedy to the
greater violence of the non-decision. The necessity of decision, there-
fore, necessitates mythography should not be a matter of moving beyond
myths, but of continuing to read myth ‘in a certain way’ (Derrida 2005,
364). As such, studying myths is a matter of ethics rather than empirics.
But in what way?

A reflexive and thereby ethical (rather than empirical) mythography
cannot be content with demythologisation (in a Barthesian sense) or remy-
thologisation (in a Ricceurian sense). Derrida (2004, 167, original italics)
rejects any ‘philosophical and dialectical mastery of the pharmaka’. As
such, one cannot rely upon hope, reflected in Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s
thesis, as appropriation through an expectation of future good. Although
hope is a postponement of dialectical synthesis, because to hope is to
acknowledge an implicit absence of something ‘not yet’ (Ricoeur 1965,
12), it is for the wrong eschatological reasons—a dialectic without syn-
thesis (...yet). Set against hope stand the philosophers of suspicion, always
suspecting something at fault with metaphysics, including both Derrida
and the likes of Nietzsche, famously describing language as a ‘mobile army
of metaphors’ (Nietzsche 1971, 42). Their folly is, for Ricceur, in only
considering dead metaphor (Simms 2003, 76). However, those which
Ricoeur suspects dead, we may instead suspect (as has been argued) to be
very much alive as continually underpinned by the creative and tacit ten-
sion at play. It is through the affirmation of this play, embedded within
suspicion, that we may best read myths and appreciate the absurdity which
continually resists appropriation.

That which Derrida (2005, 396) refers to as an ethic of play—with
‘being [...] conceived as presence or absence on the basis of the possibil-
ity of play and not the other way around’—runs counter to Lévi-Strauss’s
‘ethic, nostalgia, and even remorse’ (but also hope) of presence and ori-
gins. The ethic of play importantly continues to conceive of being, but
as unceasingly suspect and undecidable. The words we use, for example,
can be placed under erasure (sous rature), to print both the word and its
deletion, so as to indicate their place as both ‘inaccurate yet necessary’
(Spivak 1997, xiv)—inaccurate because the sign is a mask to a structure
of difference, but necessary because the sign remains the lesser violence.
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We may, therefore, speak of myth as both an object of study whilst also
acknowledging its underlying and incommensurable tension.

We can further contrast these two ethics through differences between
Ricoeur’s future-facing horizon of hope and Derrida’s notion of ‘to
come’ (a venir), which remains undecidable and therefore without know-
able expectation: ‘it is the unforeseeable, the un-anticipatable, the non-
masterable, non-identifiable’ (Derrida 1992, 18; Huskey 2009, 23).
Rather we must play at the limits of lggos, teetering on the edge of an
abyss as we keep watch for something beyond our horizon, unknowable
but nevertheless ‘to come’—to put logos ‘on edge’, to re-invoke Spitzer’s
phrase. Both the supplement and pharmakon, in this respect, represent
‘double-edged’ words, which help locate the suspected moment of unde-
cidability and ‘open the textuality of the text’ (Spivak 1997, xlix)—the
mythos of myths.

Through the limitlessness of play, suspicion therefore calls for the prac-
tice of the ethical mythographer to remain restless (edgy, even) as a form
of critical vigilance. Any claim to a ground beyond myth, such as Ricoeur’s
hopeful search for a second naiveté, remains a myth but ignorant to the
‘possibility’ of play. To find incommensurable principles, but also resist
deciding upon them as much as possible, the suspicious mythographer
should seek to maintain a dialogue—not only between presence /absence,
but also ‘absurdity, hope and death’. Dialogue, contra dialectic, is an
open-ended practice, balancing both speech and play, which continually
evades synthesis and thereby disrupts both logocentrism and its epistemic
privilege.

When confronted with absurdity, the answer is not suicide; nor is it to
ignore absurdity in life through the ‘suicide of their thought’. “The real
effort is to stay there’ and carry on that dialogue (Camus 2005, 8)—to
continue to read but in that certain way, or ethic, which refuses to remain
ignorant of undecidability and mythos.

CONCLUSIONS

Embracing the undecidability of mythos has allowed us to appropriate the
broad outline proposed by Yanow and reconfigure mythography from a
postmodern perspective, arguing that knowledge is myth. This deconstructive
intervention is necessary in order to challenge the boundaries of mythog-
raphy by putting it ‘on edge’, and opening up new possibilities for research
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and critical thinking towards even the fundamental structures of difference
and signification. In keeping with this understanding of myth as a dialectic
without synthesis, mythography’s only limits are equal to its opportunities,
dependent on différance. In empirical terms, as a means of approaching
knowledge production, mythographic analysis exhibits an inherent lack of
limits to some who appeal to the ideal-typical practicality of Jogos, and a wel-
come extension for others seeking mythos. This chapter should be counted
in the latter camp, celebrating the ethic and affirmation of play.

Absurdity is perfectly captured by this conflict between presence and
absence, in the ‘confrontation between the human need’ and desire for
reason amid ‘the unreasonable silence of the world’ (Camus 2005, 26).
But as this analysis has shown, even if it were possible, myths are not
to be transcended or escaped but embraced—albeit on their own meta-
mythographical terms. Derrida’s famous phrase, ‘there is nothing outside
the text’ gains new meaning when based within an intertextuality of myths
(Derrida 1997, 158). The mythography of myths is not one of mythless-
ness or even the myth of modernity—the myths of objectivity and neutral-
ity which were considered so dangerous by Ricceur and Barthes (Ricoeur
1967, 5; Coupe 2009, 12). Although these myths are well recognised,
mythographers must recognise the positive power of myths as not only
constitutive of the world we know but of its very possibility.

Like Derridean deconstruction, premised upon the ethic of play, an ethi-
cal mythography is not a method and ‘cannot be transformed into one’
(Derrida 1985, 1-5). But only by logocentric standards does this endeavour
become futile. As Camus (2005, 119) concludes, ‘the struggle itself towards
the heights is enough to fill a man’s heart’. It is his awareness of his exis-
tence’s absurdity, and as such a reflexive awareness of himself, which turns
Sisyphus’ tragedy into a tale of (absurd) heroism, which is the most perti-
nent lesson that might be applied to mythography. Then there are no limits.

NOTES

1. On different types of myth concepts, see Bliesemann de Guevara (Chap. 2)
and Miinch (Chap. 3).

2. On Lévi-Strauss see in detail Goetze (Chaps. 5 and 7).

3. See also Yanow (foreword) and Miinch (Chap. 3).

4. On Horkheimer and Adorno, see Bliesemann de Guevara (Chap. 2).
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CHAPTER 5

Bringing Claude Lévi-Strauss and Pierre
Bourdieu Together for a Post-structuralist

Methodology to Analyse Myths

Catherine Goetze

Myths fascinate—rightly so. This is what they are supposed to do. They
represent a particular and often particularly spectacular form of narration
that is supposed to capture the imagination and feelings of their audi-
ence. Yet in an age that wants to be secular, myths’ fascination has been
relegated to the domain of belief and even superstition. This volume
undertakes the brave attempt to argue against this wishful thinking. It
aims at showing that myths matter and that they matter particularly in the
international realm and in world politics—there, where they are the most
denied because more than in any other realm of politics scholars (and
practitioners) argue that international politics are based on coolly calcu-
lated utilitarian interests.

The analysis of myths can make a twofold contribution to the analysis
of world politics: first, by deconstructing the belief in the coolly calculated
interest-guided politics of the international system; and second, by provid-
ing an original angle through which power in global politics can be analysed.
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Reflections on how culture, norms, and ideas matter for international
politics have become important in the discipline since several advances
in theory development (Lapid 1989; Adler 1997; Guzzini 2000; Adler
2005). Empirical research has shown that cultural norms and values mat-
ter not only for how decisions are taken (Checkel 2004) but also what
is deemed appropriate to be politically regulated in the world (Epstein
2008), how norms evolve and change within policymaking contexts
(Wiener 2008), and how power and domination in world politics are
culturally framed (Hansen 2013; Katzenstein 1996; Neumann 2012).
Constructivist research has also moved away from the essentialist and
still statist assumptions of identity and social action that have character-
ised early works of the Wendtian type and more into analysing practices
and language of politics (see e.g. Adler and Pouliot 2011; Drumbl 2012;
Pupavac 2012).

Myths, however, as a particular type of cultural narrative, have not been
theoretically integrated into these debates and have not yet been empiri-
cally fully explored. Other social science and humanities disciplines readily
accept that myths are foundational for societies; indeed, their foundational
character is what turns a simple story into a myth in the first place. It is one
basic definition of a myth that it is a story about very significant and arche-
typical personalities, institutions, and norms. The dramatis personae of a
myth live through a significant and archetypical adventure that can teach
us, the audience, something about our lives, our society, our thoughts,
feelings, and relations, in short, our place in the universe (Segal 2004 ).

One simple reason why myths have been neglected is the reluctance of
large numbers of international relations scholars to accept a concept of global
society that necessarily underlies the thought that ideas, norms, culture, and,
in particular, myth shape politics. There are certainly institutional reasons for
this resistance. But there are also theoretical debates to be had about just how
much a society has to be ‘social’, that is, linking individuals through shared
culture, to be called a society (e.g. Rosenberg 2006). A common argument
against the view that we are living in an age of global society is exactly that
not all individuals of this world share the same culture (e.g. Lévy 2007).

Yet this argument has been well refuted by sociologists as mighty as
Max Weber and Anthony Giddens, who argue that culture is not the
most important characteristic of a society. Interaction and communication
define a society: the simple fact that there are relations among individu-
als and that these relations result in various configurations, which ‘order’
individuals into relational and, often, hierarchical patterns in the form
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of small groups like families or business organisations, and larger ones
like nation-states or world society. Identifying culture as central marker
of societies is putting the cart in front of the horses—it is, indeed, cul-
ture that differentiates such groups internally and externally by codifying
the hierarchical patterns of the social relationships. The fact that there is
no world culture shared among all people of the world cannot serve as
argument against the existence of a world society. On the contrary, the
multitude of expressions of culture point to a large variety of patterns
of distinction. Analysing cultural distinctions allows, hence, analysing the
social ordering and hierarchisation of world society. In short, a deep analy-
sis of power in world politics that singles out the contours of hierarchies
of authority and submission in world society necessarily has to start with
an analysis of culture.

The statist paradigm of global politics has been considered for a long
time sufficient to analyse hierarchy and anarchy. Yet the statist view fails to
recognise and, consequently, to analyse a number of questions beyond the
statist exercise of power. Prominent among these questions is the crucial
one related to why the state has become the normatively and factually
dominant form of political organisation in the world. The constitution
of world politics as inter-statist politics is neither necessary nor natural in
any way; it is the expression of a specific type of power relation between
actors, some of which are states and some of which are not. These power
relations bear a material form, for example, in the constitution of physi-
cal borders and their territorial defence through physical means, and a
symbolic form, for example, a discourse that naturalises states as the most
important and legitimate actors in world politics. Scholarly debate that
ignores the symbolic construction of states risks reproducing exactly such
power structures which brought about the inter-statist world system in
the first place. In order to avoid such a tautological approach and to better
understand how global society is politically constituted, it is therefore nec-
essary to transcend the statist paradigm through a critique of the symbols
and discourses in which it is cladded.

Myths provide a particularly good case for the symbolic analysis. I
understand myths as foundational stories which define authoritatively
basic values and norms of a society (for overviews of different myth con-
cepts see Bliesemann de Guevara, Chap. 2; Miinch, Chap. 3). They are
moral tales that depict not only what is good and right to do in this world
but also—and commonly quite cruelly—the sanctions for misbehaviour. If
world politics is to be understood as taking place in a global society where
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different actors and parts interact along relatively stable relational pat-
terns, then there are certainly myths circulating about the origins of this
society, its habits, norms, values, prohibitions, and taboos.

As an object of analysis, myths, however, do represent particular dif-
ficulties. The most fundamental of these is their narrative form which, in
global politics, does not appear in the same form as it does in the myths
which are commonly analysed in other fields of social science and humani-
ties. Folk tales, religious, or foreign myths are easily recognisable as myths.
Myths in international relations, however, appear in secular and mundane
forms such as news reporting or as urban legends (Bliesemann de Guevara
and Kithn 2015). They need to be first identified as myths.

This chapter discusses how French structuralism and its successors
can contribute to the analysis of myths in international relations by Lévi-
Strauss’ analysis of myths and a post-structuralist critique, namely that
formulated by the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. This ‘debate’, which never
really was one as the two never antagonistically confronted each other in
public but rather replied very respectfully to each other’s work, clarifies
two areas that are of interest for the analysis of myths in international
relations. First, the analytical frame that Claude Lévi-Strauss proposes is
most useful to identify and decipher myths in international politics; sec-
ond, Bourdieu’s critique of exactly this analytical frame allows tying in a
discussion of power, which is still the central theme of international rela-
tions (Leander 2006; Bigo 2011; Guzzini 2013).

The chapter will first present Lévi-Strauss’ analysis of myths, which
draws in turn on the works of the Russian linguist Vladimir Propp and
on Ferdinand de Saussure’s linguistics. In a second section I will discuss
Bourdieu’s critique of Lévi-Strauss and its ‘poststructuralist’ aspects. It
appears necessary to clarify the meaning of poststructuralism in this con-
text, as this has often led to misunderstandings outside France about the
sociology of Pierre Bourdieu. While it is true that Bourdieu’s critique
is vigorous, it nevertheless represents an important advancement of the
way societies, which are foreign to the observer, are analysed and under-
stood (Swartz 2013). Pierre Bourdieu wanted his critique to be under-
stood in a Kantian sense, not as negation or denigration of Lévi-Strauss’
work but as a test in its application to those research questions which he,
Bourdieu, was preoccupied with at the time. One major research ques-
tion of Bourdieu was the structure of domination that allowed French
colonisers to subjugate the Algerian peasant and worker. In this context,
Bourdieu referred to Lévi-Strauss’ structuralism not only because it was
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the intellectual ‘doxa’ of the time. He was also inspired by the way Lévi-
Strauss had succeeded in destroying the most banal and deepest racism of
social sciences through his methodology that extracted myths and rituals
from the realm of the absurd, comic, childish, irrational, silly, and folkloric
to which they had been confined (Eribon and Collin 1988). Rather than
being a deprecation of Lévi-Strauss’ monumental influence, Bourdieu’s
critique is a tribute to it.

LEVI-STRAUSS AND THE STRUCTURAL ANALYSIS OF MYTHS

According to Lévi-Strauss, there is no fundamental, categorical differ-
ence between myth and history, and many narratives we encounter move
between these two. Yet, myth and history are different, as the first is a
closed narrative that will not change in its basic structure no matter who
tells the myth and how it is told. History, however, is recounted in many
different ways: “The open character of history is secured by the innumer-
able ways according to which mythical cells, or explanatory cells which
were originally mythical, can be arranged or rearranged’ (Lévi-Strauss
1979, 17). On the other hand, myths are closed narratives in which the
initial metaphors induce a set sequence of meanings, and although the
appearances of the myth might alter, the sequencing itself does not.

According to Claude Lévi-Strauss, the aim of a myth is ‘to reach by
the shortest possible means a general understanding of the universe—and
not only a general but a tota/ understanding’ (Lévi-Strauss 1979, 17).
This is the reason why myths are foundational. The understanding of
the world, of the personalities that populate that world, of their relations
and interactions—in short, the message myths convey—is meant to be
all-encompassing and total, hence, excluding and even tabooing any rival
understanding.

Lévi-Strauss further argues that myths always reflect a binomial struc-
ture of understanding the world and that this is reflected in the narrative
figures, the metaphors, and the narration of the myth. He exemplifies this
with a myth from western Canada in which a skate convinces the South
Wind not to blow every day but only every second day. The binomial
structure is not only apparent in the encounter of two, the fish and the
wind, but also in the shape of the skate, which is large when seen from
above or below and thin when seen from the side, and in the switch from
the wind blowing every day to every other day.
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Lévi-Strauss’ elaboration of structuralism as a theoretical interpreta-
tion of the world and as method of analysis makes him the revolution-
iser of social sciences, notably of ethnography, his original field of study.
However, his innovative approach to analysing so-called primitive societies
reflected epistemological and ontological advances of the early twentieth
century, like Georges Dumézil’s comparative linguistic approach to the
analysis of myths (Segal 1996). The central epistemological proposition of
structuralism is that human activity and thought follow a systematic logic;
that this systematic logic can be identified in repetitions and parallelisms;
and that one can distinguish two levels of structural development, one
apparent (syntagmatic) and one symbolically underlying (paradigmatic).
All three propositions had been developed before Lévi-Strauss systema-
tised them for the analysis of Amerindian myths. Lévi-Strauss’ originality
lay in consistently and unconditionally applying these three methodologi-
cal innovations to ethnography and there particularly to all domains of
human life, whether family relationships or myths.

Ferdinand de Saussure, whose ‘general linguistics” will be discussed in
more detail below, and his disciple Roman Jakobson particularly influ-
enced Lévi-Strauss’ mythology through their analytical proposition of
two axis, the syntagmatic and paradigmatic axes, which both create the
poetic dimension of a text through their interplay in the narration. Lévi-
Strauss was particularly interested in the proposition that the interplay of
the two axes creates emotional, musical, and subliminal effects, which are
not apparent in the flow of the narration itself or in its subject. Like other
structuralists of the time, Lévi-Strauss argued that texts (written or oral)
do not represent any superfluous element; anything in the text is there by
some inherent necessity, even if this necessity escapes the superficial look
of the observer.

Lévi-Strauss succinctly observes: ‘Mythical stories are, or seem, arbi-
trary, meaningless, absurd...” (Lévi-Strauss 1979, 3). Myths do not always
tell a story of the real world. Hence, comparing them to the real world in
order to see whether the stories related in them are ‘true’ does not make
sense. Myths tell stories about the fabric of this world. The message of
myths is a moral tale about what holds the narrator’s universe together.
They are moral tales because they encapsulate clear indications of how to
live in this world once we understand it in the way the myth wants the
audience to understand it. The normative character of tales is often com-
prised in their religious character, which emphasises even more the myth’s
rectitude.
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Myths have to be believed to be true. They therefore appear absurd
only to those who do not believe in them; commonly, they therefore
include also a subordinate tale detailing the sanctions that threaten who-
ever doubts the truthfulness of the tale. From the inside, myths are right
and, obviously, sensible stories even though the audience might well know
and understand that not all has factually happened in exactly that way.
Doniger relates that Sudanese storytellers will begin with this formula
(Doniger 2011, 2):

I’m going to tell a story
(Audience) Right!

It’s a lie.

Right!

But not everything is false!
Right!

The audience commonly knows and acknowledges that myths are not
necessarily factually true. Whether myths are factually correct or not is
therefore not a criterion by which their meaning can be understood or
even their quality as myth could be debated. This means that myths can-
not be ‘falsified’, and that is one of the major reasons why myths persist
even if historical or social science research exposes their errors, flaws, and
lies.

If myths are therefore not ‘falsifiable’ because they cannot be compared
to a real world, how can myths be analysed and how can we know their
impact on how societies are organised and identify themselves? The start-
ing point of analysing myths is to ask what it is in them that is believed.

In order to identify what exactly is important in myths and how they
persist and work, the analysis has to deconstruct the myth and recon-
struct its context of meaning. The context of meaning is not arbitrary. It
is closely linked to the narrator’s wider universe. The cues for interpreting
the myth are therefore to be found in the narrator’s and audience’s world.
This means that myths cannot be analysed by reifying them and by pos-
tulating that the observer can look on them and examine them as objects
outside his or her own experience and lifeworld.

This poses an epistemological problem, for the object of analysis is
partly constructed by the observation itself and, vice-versa, the observer
is part of the object of analysis. As Patrick Jackson in his recent study
of the ontology and epistemology of international relations formulated,
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the perspective to adopt is one of ‘world-mind monism’ in assuming
that myths and our (in this case, my) interpretation of them are inher-
ent to the same socially constructed mental world (Jackson 2011, 115).
This approach is commonly subsumed under the notion of ‘reflexivist’
approaches and explicitly rejects the causal-mechanism modelling of so-
called positivist approaches to political science and international rela-
tions. However, as Jackson points out, the simple rejection of positivism
and the claim that reflexivity of the observer is an epistemological neces-
sity is not sufficient to disarm the argument about a lack of proof and
scientificity. This needs to be done by setting out clearly the methodol-
ogy of such a reflexivist approach (Jackson 2011, 186). Lévi-Strauss’
structuralism is, by its systematic and rigorous design, a methodology
that does exactly this.

The analysis of latent content is not arbitrary but based on structural
principles. Lévi-Strauss himself condemned the arbitrary interpretation of
myths, notably those referring to psychoanalytical explanations such as
repressed fears, as ‘too easy’ and unhelpful as they are based on ‘clever
dialectics’ rather than systematic analysis (Lévi-Strauss 1955, 429). The
first principle is the claim that all elements, what Lévi-Strauss calls with a
self-created neologism mythémes, which make up a narration, entertain a
relation to each other. This claim is based on the argument that Saussure’s
linguistics has shown that no syntax element in a sentence is arbitrarily
placed but that all elements produce sense by the relationship that gram-
mar, syntax, and semantics establish among them and which the social
context ascribes to them.

Saussure formulated linguistics as social science, namely that the exami-
nation of language without consideration of its ‘social side” is inconceivable:

But what is language? It is not to be confused with human speech (lan-
guage), of which it is only a definite part, though certainly an essential one.
It is both a social product of the faculty of speech and a collection of neces-
sary conventions that have been adopted by a social body to permit indi-
viduals to exercise that faculty (de Saussure 2011, 9).

For Saussure, the particularity of human language is not that it is
oral speech; any other organ could have replaced language, for example,
hand symbols. The particularity of language is that it is an oral system
of symbols, which are socially agreed upon: ‘a system of distinct signs
corresponding to distinct ideas.” (de Saussure 2011, 9). Language only
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becomes more than sounds by the fact that ‘an auditory image becomes
associated with a concept’ (de Saussure 2011, 9). These concepts are cre-
ated and modified outside the individual as ‘[the concept] exists only by
virtue of a sort of contract signed by the members of the community’ (de
Saussure 2011, 12).

The social nature of language determines the relationships between the
concept (which he calls signifié) and the sound-image with which it is asso-
ciated (which he calls signifiant). These relationships can be constructed
through semantics (for example, prepositions), syntactically (for example,
the difference between a car track and a track car), or grammatically (for
example, infinite and definite verbs). Saussure further distinguishes syn-
tagmatic terms from paradigmatic terms, the former being terms that link
the preceding and succeeding term, the latter being terms that can be
replaced, as such, by others.

He therefore conceives of two types of relational patterns that make
words carry meaning and transform language into speech (parole): in a
linear form, syntagmatic terms diachronically initiate meaning of one term
after the other; in a deep form, paradigmatic terms imply meanings by
referring to other terms that could be used or that should be thought
synchronically with this term.

Lévi-Strauss draws on Saussure’s linguistics and develops them further
by arguing that every longer language fact—narratives—can be broken
down into mythémes, which are also ordered following a specific struc-
ture. Signifiant and signifié, that is, expression and meaning, are not only
related to each other within one sentence but also within one narrative
unit. He illustrates this by taking apart the Oedipus myth and rearrang-
ing the mythemes according to their similarities, and he ends up with four
columns of similar mythémes for which he then, in a second step, formu-
lates binary relationships (Lévi-Strauss 1955, 428-444).

These relationships between groups of mythemes follow the logic enun-
ciated by the mythémes. For instance, the logic of the relationship of the
group of mythemes in the Oedipus myth that deal with the killing of a kin
are logically related to the group of mythémes which deal with the venera-
tion or love of a kin. Neither group of mythémes appears arbitrarily in a
myth but by structural necessity: it is, in Lévi-Strauss’ terms, impossible to
have a myth speaking of patricide (to stay within the Oedipus myth) with-
out also talking of mother love. In fact, the killing of a man only becomes
patricide because there is also the love of a woman who is simultaneously
mother of the killer and wife of the man killed (Barthes 1966, 5).
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It is here, in this argument of a necessary logical relationship between
elements, that Lévi-Strauss’ structuralism has been most effectively criti-
cised as he, indeed, does not venture into the epistemological question
about the origins of the necessary logic. The critique has been formulated
from two perspectives. On the one hand, Lévi-Strauss’ structuralism has
been severely criticised from a mind-world dualist perspective as interpret-
ing something into texts which is not there or which, in the end, cannot
be proven to be there. The debate between Lévi-Strauss and Propp already
points in this direction, as Propp rejected the use Lévi-Strauss made of his
structural analysis, at least as the debate is summarised by Alan Dundes,
who writes: ‘Propp is concerned with empirically observable sequential
structures whereas Lévi-Strauss is interested in underlying paradigms’
(Dundes 1997, 43).

The accusation is that any assumption of a paradigmatic structure
underlying a narration is nothing but an interpretation. This statement
only makes sense if Propp is assumed to be ‘objectively’ looking at tales
from an outsider perspective, and the statement also only gains polemi-
cal weight if ‘being interested in underlying paradigms’ implies 7ot being
interested in the apparent story. The critique does not forcibly denounce
that narratives have underlying and subliminal meanings, but it consid-
ers that the narrative cannot provide material to grasp this implicit sense.
Arguing that words are sound and fury, these critics maintain that research-
ers lack objective principles and rules to analyse subliminal meanings, and
therefore cannot produce scientific knowledge.

BOURDIEU’S ‘POST-STRUCTURALIST’ CRITIQUE

Pierre Bourdieu, on the other hand, has criticised that the operation of
necessary logic as structural principle in Lévi-Strauss’ works implies that
this logic exists a priori and universally—that this logic would be ‘objec-
tive’, that is, outside the observer (Bourdieu 2004, 62). Bourdieu argues
that the logic of speech and meaning is socially constituted and socially
variable. It is most intimately linked to social and symbolic power and
it is, simultaneously, subordinated to the usage that is made of language
and speech, that is, the praxis of the discourse (Bourdieu 2000 [1972],
250, 1982). Bourdieu does not dispute that myths and narrations can be
structurally analysed, nor does he entirely contest the binomial character
of structures. Yet he does argue that the logic of meaning is socially deter-
mined by the symbolic power of dominant social groups and that, hence-
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forth, the logic that is structuring a discourse (or narrative) can only be
understood empirically through an analysis of social structures and prac-
tices of domination (Bourdieu 1994, 127, 2004, 62).

Bourdieu hence delves into that part of Saussure’s linguistics which
Lévi-Strauss has left aside, namely the question of by which social pro-
cesses a sound-image becomes connected to a concept. Bourdieu would
argue that the necessary connection Lévi-Strauss asserts between mother
love and patricide is only conceivable on the grounds of a social process
that assigns specific social roles to individuals. The concept ‘mother’ only
gains meaning through the social hierarchy, established in processes of
struggle and domination, that assigns women a specific place in society as
mothers. The myth is a discursive practice that consolidates such mean-
ing; it is, hence, part of the process of constructing the social structure in
which ‘mothers’ and ‘fathers’ exist, and in which they compete for their
son’s and for the mother’s love. We, the audience, understand the mean-
ing through our often tacit and unconscious knowledge of society. In
order to grasp the full meaning researchers, therefore, need to reveal the
position-ascribing social structures and struggles.

In Jackson’s terms, Bourdieu’s critique is formulated from a mind-
world monist and reflexivist point of view. Jackson’s distinction between
mind-world monist views, which assume that observers and their concepts
and categories are part of the same world they are observing, and the
dualist mind-world view that assumes that observers can take an ‘objec-
tive’ outsider position, is helpful to refute the first criticism made against
Lévi-Strauss’ structuralism. As Jackson argues, the dualist mind-world
view assumes that any statement about the ‘real’ world can be verified or
falsified against ‘real’ facts. Underlying structures are, hence, not real for
they cannot be tested or falsified.

Yet, Jackson continues, the claim that it would be possible to ascertain
objective principles of inquiry is shallow. Pushing the argument of the last
foundational principle of analysis to its logical end, one has to admit that
whatever principle is used, it is ideational, culturally, and socially deter-
mined. An objectifying view on an analytical object simply excludes, by
epistemological fiat, the question of its social, cultural, and ideational ori-
gins, but it does not answer it (Jackson 2011, 14). This approach chokes
once it has to explain how we, the audience of a discourse, can be sure
that we understand what the words uttered mean beyond their purely
functional provision of data and information.
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Practically, such a claim would require the observer to analyse all myths
available on earth and to human knowledge in order to induce their regu-
larities and derive the ordering principles. Obviously, this is impossible.
And vyet it is less the practical impossibility of objectively accounting for
every potential and possible myth that is decisive for the refutation of
the objectivity claim, although the impracticalities involved are already a
strong indicator of how weak the objectivity claim is. What is decisive is
rather the epistemological impossibility of seeking out the definitive proof.
It would always be possible to imagine that another myth exists, one that
has not been accounted for, or that, indeed, an entirely new one would
be created. It is epistemologically impossible to find a safe and certain last
proof. Yet, as mentioned above, the refutation of the ‘last proof” argument
is not sufficient to debunk the argument that the mind-world monist view
is unscientific as long as such anti-positivist views do not also provide an
alternative methodology. Lévi-Strauss’ structuralism clearly systematises
the analysis of myths; Bourdieu’s critique additionally embeds the analy-
sis of authoritative discourses (such as myths) in a consistent theoretical
reflection on power structures and social hierarchies.

Bourdieu’s criticism of structuralism takes the danger of arbitrariness in
the interpretation of structures seriously but gives a very different answer.
In order to avoid this risk, the inquiry needs to undertake a foundational
analysis of the social structures that enabled the paradigmatic structure of
a myth, or more generally an authoritative narration. Neglecting the social
construction of the principled logic applied to structuralist analysis and
ignoring how narratives are acted out in practice risk not only stepping out
of the mind-world monist perspective but also reproducing clichés and
prejudice rather than offering tools of analysis. It is imperative to include
the ‘self” in the analysis that produces, reproduces, and uses interpretive
logic.

Bourdieu’s critique answers the question of how the analytical princi-
ples can be justified by displacing the question from the linguistic analysis
to a social analysis of the knowledge structures that underfeed a discourse,
or a myth in this case. He argues that the categories used in a discourse,
including a myth, can be analysed by examining the actors who repro-
duce authoritatively these categories and make them widely acceptable.
The authority to author these discursive categories originates in the social,
political, economical, and /or cultural status of the author within the wider
social field she /he is addressing (Bourdieu 1982, 140).
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More specifically, when we talk about categories that inform political
decisions, we need to be aware that their validity stems only from the
authority with which the social distinctions expressed in these categories
are validated:

Struggle is hence at the core of the construction of the (social, ethnic, sexual
etc.) class: there is no group which is not simultaneously the site of struggle
over the legitimate principle that should be imposed for the constructing of
this kind of group, and there is no way to attribute qualities, whether sex or
age, education or wealth, which will not serve as divisive grounds and for
proper political struggles (Bourdieu 1982, 153, my translation).

Bourdieu retains structuralism as method, yet with an important change
to its application. While Lévi-Strauss focussed on the comparison of nar-
rations and the structural analysis of these, Bourdieu took the expression
‘going into the field” more literally and took into account how people lived
the rites, taboos, rules, and myths that ordered their lives. In the foreword
of “Le sens pratique’, Bourdieu describes how he came to shift his scrutiny
from discourses to practices (Bourdieu 1980). Seeking the perfect struc-
tural balance in his observations of the rural Kabyl society of the 1950s,
Bourdieu struggled to make sense of widely differing ways individuals
lived the rituals, rules, norms, and codes of their community. The practices
were often in contradiction with the prescriptions that structural analy-
sis of the community’s narratives provided. For example, the structural
analysis of kinship would assign a particularly important place to the elder
fatherly brother of a family; in practice, it might well be that the family had
no contact whatsoever with the fatherly uncle but, on the contrary, a very
close and good contact with the mother’s younger brother. Such contra-
dictions would have to be negotiated in everyday life, and this would, in
turn, lead to a large variety of practices which have to be distinguished
from the discourses that justify them. Again, the practices resulting from
those diversions from the ‘doxa’—‘the right way’, a much broader con-
cept of the way people conceive of the foundations of the world but which
Bourdieu preferred to ‘myth’ or ‘rite’, which are much narrower sections
of the doxa—are not arbitrary but follow a social logic. Not everyone
can divert from the doxa in the same way, and not all diversions create
the same effects. Consequently, the analysis of social structures crucially
enables distinguishing between doxa and practice, between the narratives
and their meaning in everyday life. The meaning of discourses must there-



100 C. GOETZE

fore not only be inferred from their words and internal structures. It is also
necessary to include the practices that accompany those discourses and to
follow up to the social structures that underlie both:

Once one treats language as autonomous object, one accepts the radical sep-
aration Saussure operated between internal and external linguistics, between
the sciences of language and the sciences of the social uses of language; once
one adheres to this separation, one is doomed to seek the power of words in
words themselves, there where it is not to be found (Bourdieu 1982, 103,
my translation).

Power can only be found in social structures. For the analysis of social
structures, however, Bourdieu retained the principle of a structural analy-
sis based on antagonistic relationships between elements. As he explains
himself, the title of his major work ‘La Distinction’ plays on the double
meaning of the social practice of distinction and the structuralist principle
of analysing differentials (Eribon and Collin 1988). The aim of Bourdieu’s
analysis is, indeed, very different from Lévi-Strauss’ objective. Lévi-Strauss
seeks the principles of structuration for systems of symbols, which can
be expressed in practices (rituals) as well as words; Bourdieu seeks the
principles of structuration for social systems of material and symbolic dif-
ferentiation, and most notably of systems of social power.

MyTHS, POST-STRUCTURALISM AND POWER APPLIED
IN INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS ANALYSIS

It is this focus on power that makes Bourdieu’s structuralist approach
interesting for the analysis of international relations, as the most recent
surge in Bourdieusan analyses attests. Following Bourdieu, power has
a material and a symbolic dimension. While the material dimension is
expressed in objectively measurable categories, the symbolic dimension
has to be inferred from behaviours, discourses, and, among others, myths.
The analysis of myths initiated by Lévi-Strauss therefore enters interna-
tional relations analysis through the back door of'its Bourdieusan critique,
that is, for those who take the idea of a social construction of concepts,
knowledge, and ideas in international relations seriously. This is because
a Bourdieusan analysis of myths of international relations allows not only
identifying myths as a ‘simple’ analysis a la Lévi-Strauss but also carving
out the social power relation between narrators, narrated, and audience.
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The first important step is to identify myths. Bourdieu subsumes myths
in the category of discourses of symbolic power. In order to be able to call
a myth a myth, the observer needs to go back to the definition provided
by Lévi-Strauss of a narrative that provides a moral tale of the foundations
of the society in question. Consequently, when talking about myths in
international relations in the understanding of Lévi-Strauss, one assumes
that something like an international society exists and that this interna-
tional society is not made up exclusively of highly institutionalised units
like states, who act in terms of preference-guided rational choice. On the
contrary, international society is well composed of individual subjects who
are embedded in structured contexts, states being one of them, and who
act and interact in complex webs of social relations. The lavish splashing
out of the label ‘poststructuralist’ to thinkers like Bourdieu and Agamben
alike has often brought the former into suspicion of negating the subject
as much as the latter. However, Bourdieu’s sociology is poststructuralist
only in the sense that Bourdieu rejects the sole focus on symbolic struc-
tures that Lévi-Strauss proposes in the tradition of Saussurian linguistics;
it is not a post-subject sociology (Angermiiller 2007).

Myths circulate in global society, which, in turn, is made up of actors,
who can be institutions like states but who can also be individuals. They
are narratives, which are foundational to this global society, which define
its basic values and taboos, and which assign paradigmatic roles and places
to its actors. The ‘Peace of Westphalia’, for instance, has been identified
as such a myth. It is foundational, for it provides a creational tale of the
origins of the international system; it defines basic values (sovereignty) and
taboos (war for non-territorial motives), and it assigns paradigmatic roles
(state) and places (the West) to its actors. Other myths are possible. To
identify these, it is necessary to collect a corpus of narrations on the same
topics and compare if their narrative structures follow the same sequential
and paradigmatic structure (see my analysis of the ‘warlord myth” in Chap.
7 for an example).

Once identified, the interpretation of myths requires identifying the
context of the myth in order to carve out the power structures hidden in
the myth. The question is not simply what kind of personalities populates
the myth, but who and what these personalities represent. This is where
Lévi-Strauss’ structuralism comes in as useful method of deciphering the
myth. By opposing the syntagmatic structure to the paradigmatic struc-
ture of the narration, it is possible to establish tables of opposing binaries.
The contextualisation of the myth in a larger cultural setting allows pin-
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pointing the tacit and subliminal ‘other’ that myth is talking about when
telling the story of its personalities. In the 1648 myth (that is, the Peace
of Westphalia myth), for instance, the ‘heroes’ are the state and the states-
men who came together in peace talks. This narrative is repeated in other
myths, which are foundational of the international state system, like the
narrative of the Vienna Concert of Nations (1815), or the Versailles Peace
Negotiations (1919), or the Dumbarton Oaks and San Francisco con-
ferences for the foundation of the United Nations, (1944) and (1945),
respectively. The concrete others in these narratives vary in the syntag-
matic structure; in 1648, it is the Church and in a wider sense religion;
in 1815, it is a nebulous political entity like the Napoleonic empire; in
1919, too, it is the Empire, this time the German, Austrian, Ottoman,
and Russian; and in 1945, it is the axis, the fascist ‘Lebensraum’ state.
However, in the paradigmatic narrative, all these different political entities
share the main characteristic that they are not states based on the prin-
ciple of territorial sovereignty; they are all forms of political communities,
which define allegiance in non-territorial and non-statist ways. A table
of oppositional binaries allows carving out these syntagmatic others and
the paradigmatic theme that mirrors the myth. The principle of allegiance
called ‘sovereignty’ in the 1648 myth would, in this case, be contrasted
with other forms such as religious, imperial, or racial belonging.

The contextualisation of the myth that allows making sense of the syn-
tagmatic and paradigmatic structure is, in turn, the starting point for a
more profound power analysis. The myth singles out the right and good
things to do as well as the right, good, brave, virtuous personality and
the villains, stupid, greedy, and unworthy. It is then only a small step to
analysing who is telling this myth in the interest of whom. Myths reflect
patterns of distinction and hierarchies of authority to author the story
that is told about global politics and global society. Why would the teller
be interested in representing this personality as virtuous and another as
villain? Which type of audience recognises ‘naturally’ this division of roles
and ‘intuitively’ agrees with it? Who is projected to be the hero or the
anti-hero in the ‘real world’?

CONCLUSION

Myths rely on standardised narratives and use stereotypes. However, these
are well concealed in the realm of global politics, most particularly as the
discipline international relations itself still grapples with the Potemkin
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concepts ‘state’ or ‘national interests’. The analytical categories of ‘hero’
or ‘anti-hero’ seem to make very little sense in an analytical framework
that focuses on a narrow understanding of actors and interests. Yet in a
much wider framework of cultural analysis, the identification and analysis
of myth allows revealing structures of power and authority that structure
profoundly global politics.

The structural method of Lévi-Strauss, combined with a social anal-
ysis of ‘who speaks’, as Bourdieu proposed, not only allows identifying
myths in their narrative structure but also permits seeking out the power
expressed by these narratives. The combination of these two approaches,
furthermore, allows for a thoroughly systematic methodology within a
reflexivist epistemological framework. The deciphering of the syntagmatic
and paradigmatic structure of a narrative, for example, on conflicts or
international organisations, reveals the standardised narrative sequences
as well as the stereotypes used. The contextual analysis of “‘Who speaks?
And with which authority?’ furthermore embeds the structural analysis in
a sociological framework, which allows retracing the social hierarchies that
support certain myths.
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CHAPTER 6

How to Study Myths: Methodological
Demands and Discoveries

Franziska Miiller

Where do we discover myths in International Relations (IR)? How can we
identify, reiterate, translate, explain, and interpret them? Which method-
ological presuppositions do studies on myth pose? To do research on IR
myths, our discipline has to resolve a number of methodological questions
that arise both from the fuzzy nature of myths themselves and from some
long-standing methodological neglects that have pervaded IR as a disci-
pline and been largely resistant to change even in the face of IR’s different
‘great debates’ and ‘turns’. In the case of IR myths, such methodological
challenges rematerialise in aggravated form.

When using ‘myth’ in the following, I do not refer to ‘false beliefs’ or
wrong consciousness, as Roland Barthes has sometimes argued follow-
ing a structuralist-Marxist worldview, as my intention is not driven by an
enlightened ambition to ‘unveil” myths. Rather, my perspective on myths
is guided by an interest in International Political Sociology that follows
the wish to reflect on IR’s history of ideas as well as a post-positivist/post-
structuralist interest in uncovering discursive power and its nodal points
within a particular discourse, in this case IR’s art of theorising and framing
empirical cases. Myths are therefore not regarded as an epistemological

F. Miiller (4)
Sub-division Globalisation and Politics, Kassel University, Kassel, Germany

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s) 2016 107
B. Bliesemann de Guevara (ed.), Myth and Narrative in
International Politics, DOI 10.1057/978-1-137-53752-2_6



108 F. MULLER

weakness, which would have to be overcome for the sake of ‘better’ IR
theory but rather as an inevitable yet invisible component of any kind of
research (cf. Weber 2010, 2-7). Foregrounding myths and outlining their
discursive and sometimes narrative power, their reception, and their dif-
ferent functions helps to clarify the researcher’s own role in myth produc-
tion. Developing methodological guidelines for myths’ study can thus be
understood as an expression of a more reflexive IR.

Departing from this understanding of myth, this chapter aims to
address epistemological challenges that studies on myths should take into
account. More specifically, it refers to post-positivist and poststructuralist
debates that have influenced IR since the heydays of the ‘third debate’
(Lapid 1989). Post-positivist criticism of IR’s theoretical mainstream and
its assumptions have certainly resulted in a more reflexive attitude towards
‘the researcher’, ‘objects of research’; ‘epistemological objectives’ , and
classical IR concepts and controversies such as ‘the state’, ‘power’, ‘sover-
eignty’, or ‘structure vs. agency’ (cf. Cox 1981; Linklater 1998; Campbell
1998). Postcolonial studies, in their intention to decolonise social sciences,
have emphasised this criticism in a more passionate way by questioning
both the ‘right to research’ (Appadurai 2006) and the production of
Western epistemologies, and calling for different forms of knowledge pro-
duction (Connell 2007; de Sousa Santos 2014). Unfortunately though,
these debates do not seem to have resulted in significant methodological
repercussions within the discipline of IR as a whole.

I will argue here that when studying myths in IR the postulates of the
post-positivist/poststructuralist tradition need to be reconsidered with
regard to:

° Myth as o concept that pervades our own discipline, thereby creating
certain narratives and monolithic dogmas (Which myths are told
through acts of IR storytelling?); and

* Myth as an analytical and empirvical focus within IR (What could be
the role of the researcher both as a ‘mythographer’ and—inevita-
bly—also as a myth producer? How do we aim to discover, translate,
interpret, or unveil myths?).

Driven by these epistemological and (meta-)theoretical questions,? in
the next section I showcase what I mean by saying that myths are an
inevitable yet invisible component of any kind of IR research and that
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IR scholars are thus (wittingly or unwittingly) myth producers and re-
producers. In the second step, I then discuss the role of the researcher as
mythographer and the usefulness of auto-ethnography and reflexivity to
remain critically conscious of IR’s own myth production. Finally, I discuss
a number of qualitative methods that seem adequate and promising for
empirical studies on myths with regard to their methodological potentials.
These qualitative methods all allow shedding light on myths, yet do so
from considerably different angles. I argue, however, that they all fit the
broader aim of developing methodological perspectives for an IR research
agenda on myths.

IR AND THE ART OF STORYTELLING

IR as a discipline has to some extent engaged in self-reflection. A num-
ber of scholars have explicitly focused on the history of IR and its over-
lapping epistemologies with regard to International Political Sociology
and Historical International Relations. Such works on the history and
genealogy of IR give an account of how IR’s key analytical concepts have
unfolded their discursive and material power alongside the discipline’s
debates, thereby shaping and carrying certain narratives about the world.
Buzan and Lawson (2015), for instance, give a specific account of how
‘ideologies of progress’ have developed in the course of IR history, while
Hobson (2012) has focused on the extent to which Eurocentric notions
have informed IR theory development.? This strand of literature provides
an overall rich reflection of the ‘roots’ of IR and the often unquestioned
dogmas that relate to them, and it proves to be highly valuable in terms of
identifying certain meta-narratives, (founding) myths or biases that have
accompanied IR debates for more than a century now. In order to exem-
plify this, I want to very briefly draw attention to three critical discussions
that have concerned the discipline in different historical phases, highlight-
ing some of the myths that have been produced and reproduced by it.
Unsurprisingly, the concept of ‘security’ has served as an attractor for
various myths and narratives. Early examples are Morgenthau’s ‘anthro-
pocentric worldview’, the neorealist assumption of ‘mutual threats’, and
the calls for ‘hegemonic stability” or ‘relative and absolute strategic gains’
(Freyberg-Inan 2004; Freyberg-Inan et al. 2009). Ann Tickner’s femi-
nist critique of Hans Morgenthau’s classical realism has been seminal in
carving out to what extent a male bias has pervaded Realist approaches,
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thereby resulting in the creation of certain dichotomies centred around
categories such as hard vs. soft politics, strength vs. weakness, and threat
vs. cooperation (Tickner 1988).

Another more recent wave of myth production has taken place in paral-
lel to the rise of mainstream constructivism. The well-intended focus on
‘norms’ and the development of various concepts for the study of norms
that privilege forms of liberal, voluntary ‘diffusion’, ‘learning’, and ‘trans-
fer’ has tended to outshine constructivist IR theory’s epistemological
biases. Norms have been presented as something entirely good, universal,
and neutral, as, for example, Grovogui’s (2006) postcolonial rereading of
human rights demonstrates. Indeed, almost two decades of constructivism
have taken norms as a ‘taming force for good’, as the perseverance of early
models such as the ‘norm life cycle’, the ‘spiral model’, approaches of ‘pol-
icy learning’, or the assumption of an eventual ‘spill-over effect’ illustrates.
Current debates on critical norms research now seek to challenge some of
the inherent normative biases of earlier constructivism and develop a more
pluralist /localised understanding of norm travel /diffusion with regard to
the contestation of norms (Wiener 2009), their adaptation and localisa-
tion for various contexts (Acharya 2004 ), and the problematique of norms
as an educative, subjectivating force (for a critical norms research agenda:
Engelkamp et al. 2014a, b).

We have also witnessed how the more recent postcolonially inspired
debate on travelling IR concepts and alternative approaches to the
international system beyond the West is developing (Acharya 2011,
Acharya and Buzan 2007; Tickner and Blaney 2013). Its repercussions
might challenge the foundations of IR in an equal manner as some of
the earlier debates did. A central feature certainly lies in reconstructing
IR’s affection with Eurocentric notions, which is driven by the inter-
est to unveil how Eurocentrism as a powerful myth actually works—for
instance, in creating a functional order based on dichotomies between
‘the West and the rest” (Seth 2011), by mechanisms of universalisation and
homogenisation, by a distinct understanding of central IR categories such
as ‘actor’, ‘power’, ‘state’; ‘sovereignty’, or ‘democracy’ (Hobson 2012),
or by deeply inscribed racialised or colonial orders (Vitalis 2015; Muppidi
2012). This also concerns the ways in which Western IR concepts travel,
how they become diffused or localised, and how processes of hybridisation
or contestation tend to happen. Speaking of ‘worlding beyond the West’
points to the idea that IR concepts have multiple roots—for instance,
when looking at IR from the angle of Chinese foreign policy, African
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political philosophy, or the non-alignment movement (Shilliam 2011).
Furthermore, this also means to challenge IR as a westernised, homog-
enous canon of theories and to call for a broader understanding of how
theorising as a social process actually happens and strategies that foster a
‘decentring’ or decolonisation of IR (Nayak and Selbin 2010; Sabaratnam
2011). At the same time, however, we also need to ask on which myths the
postcolonial critique of IR is built: expressions of anti-imperialist heroism,
a sometimes monolithic understanding of power blocs, and a glorification
of ‘the local’ accompanied by fundamentalist rejections of ‘development’
and ‘the West” as such are just some of the points to look at in this respect
(see Ziai 2004, for a discussion of fundamentalist and emancipative post-
development approaches).

While these trajectories of myth production have been influential dur-
ing IR history up until now, my aim is not to take them as an intellec-
tual foundation for conceptualising a ‘better’ IR theory that would unveil
and eventually overcome such forms of myth production, as this would
be a truly over-rationalist and hypocritical claim. Accept it or not—myth
production is here to stay and will be an everlasting constant of theory
development and paradigm shifting. Following the pluralisation of IR
approaches, we can witness a multiplication of myths, and in fact new IR
myths might just be lurking around the corner: be it myths deriving from
the ‘practice turn’ in terms of how researchers approach and (re-) produce
‘the field” as such, or be it IR’s obsession with borrowing methods from
social anthropology (Vrasti 2008). Rather, from a post-positivist point of
view, the aim would be to develop a kind of critical consciousness in order
not to be misguided by IR myths, but rather to identify, retell, rewrite,
and reshape them in a highly pluralist manner (cf. also Cooke, Chap. 4,
on suspicion).

In doing so, IR can be conceptualised as a kind of ‘storytelling’, struc-
tured by certain narratives, tropes, protagonists, scripts, and tensions. This
points to a deeper and more comprehensive understanding of methods
and methodology that asks for the ‘meta-plots” within IR stories and IR
myth production. Without doubt, as IR theorists we have become famil-
iarised with stories about ‘good regimes’, a ‘balanced world order’, or the
‘civilizing power of norms’ as part of our training in ontologies and episte-
mologies. We might indeed have been active in multiplying those scripts,
while the meta-plot, made up of a positivist world view and the demand
to be overly ‘scientific’, remains largely unquestioned (cf. Jackson 2010).
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Thus practising auto-ethnography as a form of critical standpoint epis-
temology might in fact reveal some of the stories we have ‘grown up with’
and have been retelling and rewriting during stages of our research careers
(for a broad range of autobiographical accounts by IR researchers, see
Inayatullah 2011). In so doing, this kind of self-reflexive experiment could
also serve as a starting point for methodological debates and discoveries
that pave the way to an understanding of methods not as facilitating and
value-neutral bridges between subjectivity and objectivity but as a perfor-
mative and political practice, for which we as engaged researchers (or ‘pub-
lic intellectuals’) carry responsibility (Aradau and Huysmans 2014, 598).

HEeRE BE DraGONS! OF MYTHS AND MYTHOGRAPHERS

Apparently, we are out on some kind of Indiana Jones mission. Discovering
myths, putting them in jars, and displaying them in a sort of IR history
museum might sound like a highly scientific task, yet it is one that sepa-
rates us as researchers from the subject of our research. In order to identify
the course of myth production in IR, and to develop a mythographical
research agenda, we need to follow a different trajectory: one that starts by
focusing on the researcher and her motivations with respect to IR knowl-
edge production.

The ‘reflexive turn’ (Neufeld 1991), as one of the many turns in IR the-
orising, has proven helpful in this regard as it brings some considerations
to the front which are commonplace in social anthropology or sociology
but have only in the past two decades started their career within IR. Yosef
Lapid’s criticism of IR as one of the least self-reflexivist disciplines of the
social sciences (1989, 249-50) has resulted in remarkable repercussions
on IR debates, first in a mostly meta-theoretical or theoretical reason-
ing—that is, with respect to Critical Theory, constructivism, or feminist
IR approaches—, but increasingly also with regard to the empirical field
and methodological considerations (Hamati-Ataya 2013).

Part of this turn is a different understanding of knowledge produc-
tion in the field of IR which seeks to rediscover the subjectivity of the
researcher and let him/her be present in his/her writing. Building on
‘standpoint analysis’ (for example, in terms of positioning the self with
respect to race/class/gender and other privileging or marginalising cate-
gories) and ‘situated knowledge’, this also calls for other forms of writing.
Narrative approaches play a central role in this regard, as they allow giv-
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ing voice to the passions, desires, and stories that drive most researchers’
ambitions (Doty 2004; Dauphinee 2013). This might, as a first approxi-
mation, result in a different kind of writing culture which is more personal,
more diverse, and maybe also more political with respect to the motiva-
tions that drive IR research on the individual level (e.g. Jackson 2013).
Furthermore, this could also be part of a critical and post-positivist reflec-
tion of IR epistemology and methodology, insofar as hegemonic forms of
knowledge production are challenged for their strategies of silencing the
subaltern or empowering those already in power. As Himadeep Muppidi
puts it:

In the wasteland that is conventional IR, stories of any sort might appear,
at first glance, to offer a welcome respite. But there is also, as some of our
fellow disciplines can attest to, a politics of story telling: whose stories do we
get to hear all the time; whose stories are generally inaudible; how do stories
make us over; whose mansions do stories furnish with humanity in every
remote room and whose huts do they deprive of life and dignity (Muppidi
2013).

For a mythographical research agenda, too, narrative approaches can
offer valuable strategies for discovering and displaying IR myths, as they
shed light on the plurality of stories that accompany IR (cf. also Goetze,
Chap. 5).

This can help to carve out how we as researchers follow certain nor-
mativities of our academic discipline, how we contribute to myth pro-
duction through research and writing, and which perceptions, fears, or
desires drive such processes. Yet narrative approaches require an enormous
rigor and self-discipline in order to live up to their proclaimed ideals and
to be more than a mere expression of self-indulgence. Doing so, auto-
ethnography can serve as a particularly worthwhile approximation to the
relationship between a researcher’s subjectivity, the empirical field, and
the myths that grow in between. Indeed, auto-ethnography has increas-
ingly become popular as a research method that ‘seeks to describe and
systematically analyze (graphy) personal experience (awuto) in order to
understand cultural experience (ethno)’ (Ellis et al. 2011, original italics).
Auto-ethnography can uncover those parts of the research process which
are in fact far from ‘neutral’ or ‘irrelevant’ for research itself—for instance,
the decision who, what, when, where, and how to research, institutional
restrictions or personal motivations. This leads to enhanced transparency
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and intersubjective understanding of research processes and allows a bet-
ter grasp of the complex relationship between the researcher and ‘the
field>—that is, the mutually constitutive relations that pervade empirical
work, their forms of production and reproduction, and not least, the irri-
tations or projections that accompany them. It thus helps to understand
how one’s own subjectivity as a researcher gets (re-) constructed through
personal experience and to what extent this can result in a better under-
standing of research motivations, research processes, and forms of knowl-
edge production.*

In general, auto-ethnography involves a reflection of past experiences
with the researcher/field relationship, a focus on significant moments
along research processes (Ellis et al. speak of ‘epiphanies’, that is, cathartic
moments which represent extremely intense situations occurring along a
research process), and a focus on the values and beliefs held by the scien-
tific community. Preferably, such experiences should also be reconnected
with others in the field so as to allow forms of intersubjective reflection that
go beyond a highly individualised “first-person’ account of doing research.
Ellis et al. (2011) distinguish between a number of specific accounts, such
as indigenous/native ethnography focusing on (post-) colonial power rela-
tions within research, reflexive ethnographies that consider the transforma-
tions of the researcher/field relationship, or layered accounts that provide
transparency along the different stages of research processes.

For the field of IR, Morgan Brigg and Roland Bleiker have outlined
‘how the self can become a more legitimate source of knowledge about
International Relations’ (Brigg and Bleiker 2010, 780). Going beyond a
critique of positivism and the value-neutral strategies for ‘writing the self
out of social science’ (Brigg and Bleiker 2010, 782), they offer method-
ological guidance for a more systematic evaluation of auto-ethnographical
contributions to IR research by proposing two strategies. First, following
the idea of ‘puzzle-driven research’ as it has been suggested by Ian Shapiro
(2004 ), they suggest developing research agendas based on actual political
problems that are reformulated as research questions. If research designs
are developed from ‘puzzles’, auto-ethnographic accounts can provide a
richer and more thorough reflection of research designs, since they value
personal experience and emotion as an often-untold aspect of academic
knowledge production. Second, Brigg and Bleiker question the idea of the
researcher as an ‘autonomous self” in Western epistemologies and suggest
drawing back on auto-ethnography in order to develop a more relational
understanding of knowledge and knowledge production. This implies:
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(1) making visible the dynamic network of relations any researcher culti-
vates; (2) allowing space for reflecting on psychological repercussions of
empirical fieldwork, such as mind/bodily sensations; and (3) providing
processual transparency with respect to data analysis and the production of
meaning from the data corpus that has been gathered, so as to understand
the process of knowledge production (Brigg and Bleiker 2010, 792-6).

Considering our envisioned research agenda, this calls for some more
specific reflections on myths, researchers as myth-seekers and/or (re-)
producers, and it calls not least for methodological guidelines. A starting
point lies in the four-field typology of IR myths, regarding the sources of
myths (strategy vs. social construction) as well as their performative effects
(ideological delusion vs. necessary fiction), suggested by Berit Bliesemann
de Guevara (cf. Table 2.1 in Chap. 2). Relating this typology to auto-
ethnographic forms of self-inquiry, the following questions and aspects
may guide a mythographer’s journey:

1. Personal dimension: What might be guiding metaphors and personal
experiences that bear a significant impact on my role and identity as
an IR researcher? Are there any distinct stories, narratives, meta-
phors that have been influential for me? Where do I stumble upon
myths as parts of research puzzles?

2. Performative dimension: Where and how do these aspects reappear
in my writing on IR topics, or in the everyday choices I make as a
researcher? How do they pervade forms of academic knowledge
production? At which points in a scientific process—for example, in
terms of outlining a research design, developing a research method-
ology, within my (or my community’s) particular writing culture, or
in the dissemination of research results—do I draw on or (re-)pro-
duce certain IR myths?

3. Epistemological and academic dimension: To what extent might my
motivations, my standpoints, and my role as a researcher contribute to
IR myth production in a wider sense? How are the myths, which are
part of my research agenda, productive or constitutive? Am I aware of
certain IR myths and their performative power? Do I approach them,
for instance, as a guidance that reduces complexity, as a short-hand
access to theories and the empirical field itself, as an enabling force, or
as a veil that prevents more controversial, counterfactual, or even par-
adoxical understandings and therefore needs to be unveiled?
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4. Reflexive dimension: How could I proceed from this point—that is,
how could I achieve a higher level of transparency with respect to
the research processes and the forms of myth production of which I
am most likely a part? Which methodological choices follow from
this? Which forms of academic writing might be suitable for me?

This kind of close encounter with one’s autobiography as a social
scientist and IR researcher can shed light on the roles and activities
of researchers as mythographers. As a first autobiographical ‘exer-
cise’ this could then result in a more conscious and self-reflexive
understanding of methodological choices.

REMIXING METHODS: METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS
FOR A CRITICAL STUDY OF IR MYTHS

Myths can be studied from a variety of methodological perspectives.
However, the previous paragraphs have suggested that certain forms
of methodological inquiry seem particularly apt for exploring the role
myths play in and for IR knowledge production and theory development.
This points to the ways in which we as IR researchers tend to approach
methodological questions. As a matter of fact, conventional IR has been
driven by an instrumentalist perspective on methods and methodology
that degrades methods to merely a ‘toolbox’ that is used in order to come
to empirical knowledge (cf. King et al. 1994 as #he classical example for
IR case design). This view—which has gained new support under the
auspices of neo-positivism (cf. Jackson 2010)—has widely been criticised
from post-positivist perspectives on methodology for neglecting the rela-
tionship between ‘the researcher’ and ‘the field’. Furthermore, an instru-
mental perspective on methods does not problematise the strategies and
scientific interests that fuel knowledge production. It also eventually dis-
regards the value of plural and paradox empirical perspectives that might
pop up while doing field work but might at the same time juxtapose a
previously fixed research design (see Lie 2013, 205-10 for a reflection of
the epistemological challenges of ethnography as a method for IR; cf. also
Vrasti 2008). Also, using methods as ‘tools’ does not allow much space
for reflecting on their empirical application, or on the way the subjects of
empirical research correspond to a particular method—for example, how
they deal with a survey, how they (re-)act during an interview situation,
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or how they, as part of a transdisciplinary dissemination, might comment
on the envisaged research results. Moreover, postcolonial perspectives on
methodology tend to be particularly doubtful with regard to the pow-
ers of social science methodology in contributing to a Eurocentric recon-
struction of the South, and in a broader sense to the abyss of classifying,
categorising, ‘othering’, or silencing the subjects of research (Appadurai
2006; Smith 2012).

Therefore, an important precondition for the study of myths in IR
might lie in two points Claudia Aradau and Jef Huysmans have raised.
First, they present their understanding of methods as performative and
not simply representational:

[Methods] are not simply techniques of extracting information from reality
and aligning it with—or against—bodies of knowledge. Methods are instead
within worlds and partake in their shaping. As performative, methods are
practices through which “truthful” worlds are enacted, both in the sense of
being acted upon and coming into being (Aradau and Huysmans 2014, 598).

Second, they suggest understanding methods, and the very decisions
for a particular method, as a political and not a value-free decision. This
underlines the need for careful and critical reflections on how certain
methods correspond to a research design and how they might silence
some voices or boost others. Their conclusion is to regard methods as
performative practices, namely as productive ‘devices’ that create certain
empirical artefacts, for example, by producing interview data, mapping,
and visualising certain relations through network analysis, or altering and
rendering visual representations through picture analysis (Aradau and
Huysmans 2014, 604-606).

For our study of myths, this conceptualisation of methods implies that
the mythographer should make his/her methodological choices care-
fully, for instance, with respect to the way any given method engages
in certain reconstructions of the respective empirical focus, and thereby
‘enact[s] worlds and make[s] particular orderings more visible than others’
(Aradau and Huysmans 2014, 612). In closer detail, this means consider-
ing beforehand which kind of ‘worlding’ might happen when choosing a
particular methodological approach, which aspects might be brought to
the front, and which further aspects might be veiled or even silenced. This
also calls for a productive combination of methods so as to allow for multi-
perspectivity. In so doing, we also need to think of triangulation as a means
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of allowing both methodological pluralism and validation of empirical
results. Especially when we as mythographers are on a mission of explor-
ing ‘how myths mean’, ‘how myths unfold, multiply, change or fade’, or
‘how the genealogy of IR myths is shaped, reproduced and rewritten’, we
need to take into account what a particular method could reveal.

This calls for engaging with various qualitative approaches which can
serve as methodological trajectories to shed light on particular modes
of mythography. Methods-wise, that is, in their practical sense, the
approaches in question all focus on forms of interaction with data that
overcome entirely positivist research designs. I will discuss the follow-
ing approaches, whose potential proves especially valuable for a fuzzy
subject such as IR myths: (1) qualitative interviews in a broader sense;
(2) discourse analysis; (3) ethnography, and especially organisational /
institutional ethnography; and (4) visual communicative analysis. All
of these approaches bear certain qualities and potentials with regard to
myths—and, referring to Aradau and Huysmans’s propositions, they all
have distinct ways of performance and enactment in common. Engaging
their postulates, we would have to clarify how each of them can work as
a performative and political practice, and how this could be helpful with
regard to the mythographical research agenda. While this chapter cannot
introduce each of these approaches and their practical requirements and
preconditions in detail, it can at least outline what the particular merits in
each case may be.

1. Interviews have proven to be one of the most popular qualitative
methods applied in IR, and while semi-structured interviews, expert
interviews, or surveys are still very common—and often unques-
tioned—many other types of social science interview techniques
have also been mobilised for the field of IR.° For studying myths,
especially narrative, loosely standardised interview types would, due
to their openness, seem apt to reveal stories on a certain subject, and
to shed light on the metaphors, images, and associations that accom-
pany them. Types such as narrative interviews, in-depth interviews,
or conversational interviews all require a far more reflexive prepara-
tion with regard to one’s own role as an interviewer, the introduc-
tory questions (and the associative trajectories they open or close),
the nature and content of verbal interventions during the course of
the interview, and the documentation and transcription practices.
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Similarly, group discussions seem viable for letting an expert audi-
ence explore which myths guide their assumptions on a certain sub-
ject, as this very method has specific strengths in encouraging an
audience to speak relatively freely (and even forget about the other-
wise often dominating role of the interviewer), follow loose lines of
talk, and express deeper beliefs and emotions. This allows exploring
the ways through which myths become embedded into the inner
logics and momentum of epistemic communities or international
organisations. Here, ethnography (see point 3 below) proves to be
a valuable complement. Exploring the field of IR myths, we could
think of cases such as a round of security experts or a group of grass-
roots activists against climate change in addition to dialogic inter-
views, which would allow IR theorists to reflect about their habits.

. Critical discourse analysis has unfolded over the past two decades
(Fairclough 1995; Milliken 1999; Wiener 2009, to name just a few
seminal works; cf. Neumann 2008 for an IR focus). For research on
myths, the characteristic questions of power relations, discursive
hegemony, discursive (in-)stability, or discursive contestation put
focus on the discursive practices through which myths acquire power
within a certain debate, how meaning is actually produced within a
discursive field, or how this power might come under contestation.
This sheds light on the ways myths are talked into being, or how
they pervade discourses and (re-)structure discursive fields. In IR,
this could, for example, help to explain how political myths—for
instance in the aftermath of 9/11—can dominate discourses, or
how rapid discursive changes can be explained with respect to the
creation of powerful political myths.

. Works under the heading of IR’s ‘ethnographic turn’ have recently
started borrowing heavily from the disciplines of social anthropol-
ogy and ethnology, as their field-based methods of participant
observation and ethnography open up fresh and unseen ways for
exploring IR topics in a much more holistic manner.® However, this
does not always happen to the sheer joy of these very disciplines.
Wanda Vrasti (2008), for example, has criticised IR’s practices of
borrowing and exploiting a method in a way that neglects its critical
potential and turns it into an easy-to-apply technique (see also the
rejoinders by Rancatore 2010 and Vrasti 2010). In any case, these
methods allow a much deeper intersubjective interaction with the
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research field, an interaction that may even lead to a rephrasing of
the research design as a whole. These back-and-forth movements
between the researcher, the field, and the research design are char-
acteristic for this kind of knowledge production and may lead to a
deeper understanding of their inner relations. They also influence
the techniques of ethnographic writing, which differ considerably
from other forms of social science text production. In a similar fash-
ion, methodologies deriving from interpretive policy analysis refer
to hermeneutic practices for framing research questions or interpret-
ing research results (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012)

In being a performative device, ethnography thereby points to a
pluralist knowledge production that collects several different articu-
lations, which are connected to each field. Thus, ethnography is
especially apt to give voice to the political subjects or let them inter-
act with the research design. Ethnography can therefore be a highly
political method, a fact which is illustrated by close proximity to
(participatory) action research. Regarding research on myths—for
instance, when analysing the myth of ‘development’—this could
point to subjectivation practices (that is, understanding the way a
myth becomes inscribed into discourses and practices of the people
who are to be ‘developed’) or communicative practices that accom-
pany myth production, but it could also point to the rituals that are
centred on it. Research on myths in IR could also focus on how IR
myths develop their own momentum when incorporated into the
agendas of international organisations or when they are retold or
reinterpreted within political dialogue among epistemic expert com-
munities. Therefore, approaches such as institutional /organisational
ethnography seem highly valuable in visualising how such processes
function and how they are governed by discourse and narration
(Smith 2005; Smith 2006; Ybema et al. 2009).

4. Visual communications analysis (VCA), deriving from media and
communication studies, is an approach still positioned at the very
fringe of IR. The focus on visual representations—displayed, for
example, by news channels, documentaries, movies, photography,
or even political cartoons and video games—opens up another
empirical field which has been neglected in IR for the most part.
Methodologically, visual communications analysis deals with any
type of mass media representations. In close proximity to discourse
analysis or semiotics, VCA is firstly interested in providing a close
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description of how certain images are produced, rendered, and
altered, and also to which tropes, metaphors, or narratives the con-
tent is connected. Based on this, the analysis explores how an image
becomes part of a discourse and which interaction with an audience
is mutually created (cf. Schneider 2013; Leeuwen and Jewitt 2001).
Some of David Campbell’s later works demonstrate the merits of
such an approach; for instance, his works on the representation of
famine or war scenes (Campbell 2007).” Recent emphasis has been
put on strengthening connections between visual communication
analysis and IR, especially with respect to critical security studies
(Moore and Farrands 2013; Bleiker 2015). In the study of myths,
VCA allows exploring the politics of imagery as a field that has not
yet been covered methodologically and is shaped by even more
complex and contextualised circulation processes—think, for exam-
ple, of the specific power that visual representations are acquiring in
social media. Thus, the way myths mean or are communicated
through forms of imagery very well complements other discursive
approaches and adds the dimension of aesthetics to the study (cf.
also Finlan, Chap. 10).

For a comprehensive study of myths in IR, this brief overview of
certain qualitative methods demonstrates the potentials each of
these approaches bear, allowing the mythographer to carve out indi-
vidual research strategies. Moreover, for a richer and more multifac-
eted perspective, a mixed-method design can add value, for instance,
when combining discourse analysis and VCA, or when complement-
ing interviews with ethnography. For a fuzzy subject such as political
myths, forms of triangulation can enhance the significance of empir-
ical data. Overall, the mythographical research agenda and its variety
of methods have the potential to enrich IR’s methodological debates.

NOTES

. See de Carvalho et al. (2011) for a critical rereading of IR’s ‘great debates’
and the production of truth.

. Cf. also Bliesemann de Guevara (Chap. 2), Miinch (Chap. 3), Cooke
(Chap. 4) and Goetze (Chap. 5).

. For a broad-ranging introduction into the sociology of IR, see Hobden and
Hobson (2002).
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4. See a series of blog entries at “The Disorder of Things’ on critical methods
and narrative approaches in IR for some ideas on how auto-ethnographic
accounts might enrich and empower a researcher’s identity: http://thedis-
orderofthings.com /tag/methodology-and-narrative-forum/

5. Up to now, there exists no handbook specifically designed for the needs of
IR interview research. Therefore, either broader social science introductions
into interview research (cf. Gubrium et al. 2012; Kvale and Brinkmann
2014, as two examples that discuss epistemological and ethical issues in
great length and depth) or guidelines for the whole field of qualitative IR
(Lamont 2015; Klotz and Prakash 2008) are worth noting.

6. Hitherto only few IR textbooks have covered the method of ethnography
(cf. Gusterson 2008 as a rare exception). For proper methodological train-
ing, IR researchers need to engage intensively with the methodological
debates of social anthropology. For some examples of how ethnography can
be exerted for political science/IR topics, the works of anthropologists
Ferguson and Gupta (2002), Mosse (2005) and Li (2007) give highly valu-
able impressions with regards to global aid governance.

7. See also http://www.imaging-famine.org/ and https://www.david-
campbell.org/topics/images-atrocity-conflict-war/.
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PART II

Empirical Explorations



CHAPTER 7

Warlords and States: A Contemporary Myth
of the International System

Catherine Goetze

Not all violence entrepreneurs and not all violent militaries qualify as war-
lords, and not all situations of collective violence are labelled warlordism.
In fact, the analysis of warlordism is relatively recent. What is so particular
about warlords and warlordism that they constitute a narrative of their
own? Drawing on the analysis of myth as proposed by Lévi-Strauss (see
Chap. 5), I will argue that the warlord narrative can be considered a mod-
ern myth of the international system. It has a syntagmatic, apparent struc-
ture—the narrative of warlords rising and, sometimes, falling—, as well
as a paradigmatic structure, that is, a structure of mirror images, namely
those of states and statism being the ‘good’ mirror of warlordism. The
warlord myth’s morality is the tale that only states can provide good gover-
nance and order without arbitrary and gratuitous violence. It is therefore a
myth that takes up the eternal themes of the international system—statism,
sovereignty, order, the mastering of violence. The warlord myth, hence,
reproduces the international system’s basic narrative of the Western-type
state as universal model for ‘good’, ‘rightful’ international relations.

The warlord myth also tells a tale of ungovernable territories and peo-
ples. It, consequently, offers a justification of international intervention
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and, at the same time, an excuse for the failure of external peacemaking in
these ‘ungovernable’ regions by putting the blame entirely on the recipi-
ents of the peacemaking efforts. The warlord myth deflects critical ques-
tions that could be asked about interference and intervention, about the
state of the state in the world, and about structural weaknesses and failures
of the Western state model due to global policies and specific foreign poli-
tics before and during the external peacemaking efforts.

The warlord /state myth represents warlordism as a dire reality of the
contemporary world by contrasting wicked individuals to orderly states in
such a stereotyped manner that other possible explanations of political vio-
lence are a priori excluded. It should be pointed out that my analysis does
not dispute the empirical facts but the way these empirical insights are
arranged into a narrative pattern; without doubt there are many instances
of extremely nasty violence in places like Afghanistan, and without doubt
many men who are labelled warlords are extremely unpleasant fellows.
Yet their stories are arranged in a strikingly similar way. It is this pattern
of mythologisation and the question of why the (wrong-)doings of these
men (warlords are always and by definition male) are mythologised that
are at the centre of this chapter.

In his discussion of myths, Lévi-Strauss uses the example of an
Amerindian myth about a skate, who convinces the south wind to blow
only every other day and not every day. Lévi-Strauss dismisses that this is an
absurd and unreasonable story, and claims that, contrary to ridiculing such
myths, the analyst needs to reflect on the implicit and culturally framed
meanings of the dramatis personae and their actions in the myth (Lévi-
Strauss 1996 [1958]). The analyst has to ask ‘Why the skate and why the
south wind?’. Both represent something that is well inscribed into the cul-
tural landscape of the audience and makes sense to them; the analysis of the
myth has to unveil this sense. In the same vein, this chapter’s analysis has
to ask ‘Why the warlords and why the state?” In looking for answers, the
analysis has to turn towards the question of why ‘we’, that is, the West that
produces these narratives, tell this tale of warlords and states. Which is the
cultural horizon on which the images of warlords and states are painted?

It is not sufficient to declare the rhetoric of warlords a strategic dis-
course of policymakers, academics, or militaries, which would be hiding
other, 7eal motives. Although the strategic use of this narrative is certainly
an important factor to explain its persistence, it can neither explain its
emergence nor its particular structure. Both its emergence and particu-
lar structure are determined by a priori defined meanings and contexts.
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The deconstruction of the myth can capture these a priori defined, hence
subliminal, meanings; the object of the analysis here is the preoccupa-
tions that the narrator expresses with this myth and which the audience
seems to share, if not acknowledge, as otherwise the myth would not be
so popular (see for a similar argument Stanski 2009).

According to Lévi-Strauss’s structural analysis of myths, myths have
to be read in three ways. First, the apparent content has to be analysed
in order to capture the significance of the dramatis personae (which he
calls “function’, following Propp, see Chap. 5) and the action of the
myth (sequences) (Propp 1968). Second, every function and sequence
has an ‘other’—positive or negative connotations which are often implic-
itly, but sometimes also explicitly, presented in the apparent myth. Third,
the underlying, implicit and tacitly understood narrative, which results
from the interplay between the syntagmatic (explicit) and paradigmatic
(implicit) narrative, has to be identified and recontextualised within the
text and within the understanding of the myth’s audience (Lévi-Strauss
1955,1979,1987,1996 [1958]). This structural analysis takes the sequen-
tial analysis of the folk tale analyst Propp further: ‘Lévi-Strauss’ position
is essentially that linear sequential structure is apparent or manifest con-
tent, whereas the paradigmatic or schematic structure is the more impor-
tant latent content’ (Dundes 1968: 2). At the same time, Lévi-Strauss
distinguishes himself from purely interpretative approaches (for instance,
psychoanalytical approaches) as he argues that the myth’s latent mean-
ing cannot be interpreted through hermeneutics but has to be deduced
strictly and systematically from its apparent content and cannot be freely
interpreted (Lévi-Strauss 1955: 429).

In this chapter, the warlord myth will be analysed using these basic
principles. In a first step, I will identify the functions and sequences of
the warlord myth. In a second step, these functions and sequences will be
examined for their paradigmatic ‘other’, the state myth.

A SHORT WORD ON METHODOLOGY

In analysing the mythology of warlords, the research for this chapter
has gone forth and back between different corpuses of literature. For an
explorative investigation of the warlord myth pattern, two distinct samples
of newspaper articles published between 2007 and 2012 in US newspa-
pers have been analysed. For a deeper analysis of the warlord and the state
myth, a series of scholarly articles and books have been explored using
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Fig. 7.1 Publications with ‘warlord’ in the title, keywords or abstract per year
(Scopus count). Source: Author

computer-assisted discourse analysis (NVivo). The focus on English texts
derives from the observation that most writing on warlords, whether in
newspapers or in scholarly literature, has appeared in the United States and
in the United Kingdom, and mostly after the US invasion of Afghanistan
(see Figs. 7.1 and 7.2).
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Fig. 7.2 DPublications with ‘warlord” in the title, keywords or abstract per coun-
try (Scopus count)!. Source: Author
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In terms of scholarly literature, a smaller sample of eleven journal arti-
cles and research working papers were selected on the basis of an initial
content analysis. From these a further selection was made for an in-depth
analysis, which is presented in this chapter. The selection of texts was not
based on a stochastic model but resulted from an intensive reading of
these texts and a selection on how much they qualitatively represented
the functions and sequences of the warlord and state myths. All inves-
tigated texts followed the patterns described below. Those presented in
more detail here, however, do so in a particularly clear manner, which
makes them ideal-typical objects for a discussion of the mythologisation
processes of warlordism and statism.

THE WARLORD MyTH: A TALE OF WICKED MEN

In a first step, the warlord myth was analysed according to the ‘functions’ it
contains. Propp defined functions as linguistic figures through which action
is initiated: ‘Function is understood as an act of a character, defined from
the point of view of its significance for the course of the action’ (Propp
1968: 7). A function is an action that initiates a specific series of particular
sequences. A tale is characterised by the stable recurrence of these sequences.

Functions are acts acted out by the tale’s dramatis personae.
Consequently, as Propp says, the tale can be studied ‘according to the
functions of its dramatis personae’ (Propp 1968: 8). The focus on func-
tions is abstracting from the number and factual presentation of drama-
tis personaec who populate the myth: ‘one may say that the number of
functions is extremely small, whereas the number of the personages is
extremely large. This explains the two-fold quality of a tale: its amazing
multiformity, picturesqueness, and color, and on the other hand, its no
less striking uniformity, its repetition’ (Propp 1968: 8).

Propp consequently formulated three essential characteristics of fairy tales:

1. Functions of characters serve as stable, constant elements in a tale.
Independent of how and by whom they are fulfilled. They constitute the
fundamental components of a tale. 2. The number of functions known to
the fairy tale is limited. [...] 3. The sequence of functions is always identical.
(Propp 1968: 9)

All three make up the classification of a narrative as a fairy tale.
Subsequent research has shown the same pattern stability for other kinds
of tales, too (Dundes 1964; Holbek 1987; Foley 1990).
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Propp’s analysis starts with the identification of an initial situation: the
beginning point of all development in the tale. He then enumerates the
various functions present in a sample of 100 fairy tales. The size of his
sample is not determined by any external factor but simply by the iden-
tification of functions; as soon as these are repeated in a sufficiently large
number of sources, he considers that he can end the comparison. The
functions are marked up with a number and a noun describing the action
that is expressed in this function. They are presented in their linear chro-
nology, as one function leads to another.

The uniformity of the functions and sequences in which they appear
makes up a corpus of tales. As Lévi-Strauss summarises Propp’s analysis:

The fairy tale can be defined as a development of which the starting point
is a treason, the ending point a wedding, a treat, a deliverance or a relief]
and the transition between the two happens through a series of intermedi-
ary functions. (Lévi-Strauss 1996 [1958]: 149, my translation from French)

Similarly, one can define the warlord myth corpus as a development of
which the starting point is a fragmented society and political instability,
commonly summarised as ‘failed state’, and the end point some kind of
exploitative tyranny by a few. The transition is described through the rise
of'a man as military leader without any political or ideological programme,
financed through shadowy economic activities (smuggling, corruption
etc.). The rise of the leader might have been straightforward or encum-
bered by competing warlords, and it might or might not have been sup-
ported by external patrons (commonly with the distinction of ‘good’ and
‘murky’ patrons); the sequences can take on various colourings, but they
will appear in the same order and describe the same overall development.

The former Under-Secretary General for Peacekeeping Operations and
current CEO of the International Crisis Group, Jean-Marie Guéhenno,
tells a very short version of this tale:

Most conflicts in the world today [...] are civil wars and they are usually
fought in the poorest countries, often where states have withered or collapsed.
And although warlords may try to mobilize ethnic and religious hatreds, they
are often more about local riches and resources than they are about big ideas.
(Guéhenno 2005, italics added)

The same sequencing has emerged inductively from an analysis of a
small sample of 30 articles, which contained the word ‘warlord’ in their
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headlines and were published in major US news publications ( New York
Times, Washington Post etc.) between 2007 and 2012. The functions and
sequences generated from this analysis allow describing the development
of the warlord myth as illustrated in Fig. 7.3.

To check the general presence of these sequences in the media, a differ-
entsample of 131 newspaper articles and nine US governmental documents
from the same time period was then scrutinised with the aim of finding
major digressions from the above narrative pattern. The analysis shows
repetitively that there are no digressions of the warlord narrative pattern in
the sample. Even though not every sequence regularly appears in the arti-
cles (and this might well be for space reasons), the sequencing as such is
always the same. It is noteworthy that function VI—‘redemption through
international intervention’—and its sequence only appear in articles and
texts after 2008, when the election of President Barack Obama made a
US withdrawal from Afghanistan more likely. Sometimes, sequences are
differentiated in variations such as the militia function, where description
might vary on the type of militia (ethnic, religious, thugs and criminals,
abducted children etc.). Such variations are purely concerned with the
phenomenological appearance of the function but do not alter substan-
tially the function itself; for instance, in all tales militias are irregular and
extraordinarily brutal gunmen, regardless of whether they are tribal mili-
tias or constituted by unemployed urban youth.

As already indicated above, the warlord myth is not restricted to media
reporting but is equally narrated in scholarly literature. A fine example of
this is the working paper ‘““Tribes” and Warlords in Southern Afghanistan,
1980-2005’, written by Antonio Giustozzi and Noor Ullah for the Crisis
States Research Centre at the London School of Economics and Political
Science (Giustozzi and Ullah 2006). In this paper the authors discuss the
rise (and fall) of four warlords—Esmatullah Muslim, Mullah Mohammad
Nasim Akhundzada, Khano, and Allah Noor—in Southern Afghanistan.
In each case, the two authors follow neatly the mythological structure
lined out in Fig. 7.3. Table 7.1 gives a short overview of how often and
with which language the authors narrate the warlord myth.

Giustozzi and Ullah’s text shows, furthermore, how much the mythol-
ogy of warlords is based on the stereotyping of particular forms of actions
and persons. Just as in a folk tale, the sequences are largely contingent on
the stereotyping of certain dramatis personae. While in a folk tale this is,
for example, the stepmother (evil), the dwarf (vicious), the elderly woman
(witch), the blond young girl (innocent), the white horse (carrying the
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Initial situation: Failed state and anarchical society

Function I: Wicked men — Sequence |: A warlord seizes opportunities for personal power gain and
enrichment and becomes a military leader.

\Z

Function II: Militia recruitment — Sequence II: In order to gain power the warlord mobilises ethnic, tribal or
religious networks, recruits criminals and thugs, or abducts child soldiers (or all three).

\Z

Function Ill: Terror and protection racket — Sequence IlI: The warlord terrorizes civilians and selectively
offers protection.

\Z

Function IV: Patronage — Sequence IV: The warlord has put in place an extended patronage network of
organized crime (drugs, trafficking, diamonds etc.).

\Z

Function V: Exploitative tyranny — Sequence V: The warlord persists either through providing (selective)
security or within continued chaos and anarchy.

\Z

Function VI: Redemption through international intervention — Sequence VI: International intervention
transforms warlordism so that peace and stability emerge.

Fig. 7.3 Functions and sequences of the warlord myth. Source: Author

hero) etc., the mythology of warlords relies heavily on stereotypes of for-
eign countries and ‘races’ (or ‘tribes’ or ‘ethnic groups’ or however these
are then designated in the text)—concepts which the authors use without
the least critique of their colonial and deterministic ontology.

This is unsurprising given that these stereotypes are derived from and
justified by references to colonial anthropologists and social scientists,
particularly in cases like Afghanistan. Keith Stanski shows in his discus-
sion of the Afghan warlord metaphor that its contemporary use has a
long pedigree going back to the first encounter of British colonisers with
Afghanistan in the early nineteenth century (Stanski 2009). In a detailed
discussion of the use of the metaphor by the Bush administration and in
the media during operation Enduring Freedom, he is able to confirm the
orientalist and manipulative character of the notion in the US political
context. He also points out how Afghan actors themselves rejected the
label of warlord, yet with little avail (Stanski 2009: 81).

These stereotypes have a specific place and use in the warlord mythol-
ogy. They serve not only to define what and who a warlord is but also to
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classify his actions and to give specific, predetermined meaning to them.
They hence stabilise the narrative and pattern the sequences. At the same
time, they are evocative of the mirror myth, the underlying and subliminal
myth about the stereotype’s ‘other’. The stereotypes of the syntagmatic
narrative (in this case of the warlord myth) produce the paradigmatic nar-
rative through contrasting images.

THE PARADIGMATIC STRUCTURE OF THE WARLORD MYTH:
THE MYTH OF THE STATE

The analysis of the paradigmatic structure of a myth is Claude Lévi-
Strauss’s further development of Propp’s sequential analysis. In his other-
wise eulogistic discussion of Propp’s work, Lévi-Strauss makes one sharp
judgment, which distinguishes his own approach from the former’s:

What has [Propp] lost on his way? Exactly, the content. Propp has discov-
ered—and that’s his glory—that the content of tales is transformable; he has
often drawn the conclusion that it thus is arbitrary, and that’s the reason for
the difficulties he had [in his analysis] for even the substitutions follow rules.
(Lévi-Strauss 1996 [1958]: 148)

Lévi-Strauss asserts that any syntagmatic structure is mirrored in posi-
tive or negative, yet always stereotyped, connotations of syntagmatic
terms, and that this paired structure reveals the paradigmatic structure.
Such oppositions tend to be stable throughout a large variety of narrative
forms and dramatis personae and to rely on stereotypes, which intuitively
make sense to the audience. Lévi-Strauss gives the example of the night
owl symbolising the night and being contrasted with a pigeon that as a
day-active animal symbolises the day and light. Examples from folk tales
are the dark-haired and old witch, symbolising darkness, wickedness, and
age, with the blonde-haired young girl, symbolising youth, innocence,
and kindness.

In the case of the warlord myth the other of the pair, the mirror, is
the myth of the Western state. Already the metaphor of warlord contains
implicit meanings about the West and legitimate statchood. The paradig-
matic myth of the state contrasts ‘good’ lords, i.c. rulers, with ‘wicked’
warlords, i.e. anarchic individuals. As the republican period of violent
turmoil in China’s pre-communist era is the obligatory reference for the
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definition of the term ‘warlord’, it is almost by definition orientalist (and
erroncous,” as the China historian Arthur Waldron has pointed out). The
experience of disorderly state-formation in China is then commonly con-
trasted with state-formation processes in Europe. Just like the warlord
myth relies on stereotypical images of tribes and warlords, so does the
state myth rely on a peculiar reading of Max Weber’s definition of a state
as monopoly of the legitimate use of violence.

For example, Kimberley Marten explicitly defines warlords in opposi-
tion to the state in her book Warlords: Strong-arm brokers in weak states:

“Warlords” are individuals who control small pieces of territory using a
combination of force and patronage. [ ...] Warlords rule in defiance of genu-
ine state sovereignty but through the complicity of state leaders. Warlords
today flout and undermine state capacity and state institutions, and they
do so by colluding with cost-conscious, corrupt, or frightened officials and
bureaucrats. In other words, warlords are parasitic creatures of the state.
(Marten 2012: 3)

Marten refers to Max Weber’s socio-historical elaboration of the con-
cept of the state as a specific category of social organisation. However
she reads Weber in a functionalist and deterministic way, so that what
are heuristic concepts in Weber’s investigation of the emergence of the
law-territory-authority triad in Germany’s middle ages become ontolog-
ical facts of statehood. The ontology of states that Marten evokes is a
very different one from Weber’s account. In Marten’s account, states are
mythologised as ahistorical and acontextual, functionalist, and rationally
necessary entities—hence, reflecting the mainstream ontology of the inter-
national system of (mostly American) international relations scholarship
and neglecting most of the major critiques addressed at these ontologies
and epistemologies from critical, postcolonial, gender, or historical-
sociological studies (including the critique Max Weber himself would for-
mulate of such a misinterpretation of his work).

Marten’s book and articles on warlordism in Afghanistan are partic-
ularly well constructed examples of the paired warlord—state mythology
(Marten 2002, 2006, 2007, 2009, 2012). Both myths are narrated in par-
allel and constant reference to each other. Figure 7.4 shows how the state
myth reflects the warlord myth in Marten’s account of warlordism in her
2012 book. Every function and every sequence (indicated by Roman and
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‘ Functions | ‘ Sequences ‘
‘ Warlord myth ‘ | State myth | ‘ Warlord myth | ‘ State myth ‘
Initial situation: State Initial situation: Initial situation: State Initial situation:
failure and anarchy Competing authorities failure and anarchy. Competitive authorities
(e.g. European middle (e.g. European middle
ages) ages)
Function I: Wicked men Function A: Kings Sequence 1: Warlord Sequence a:

(institutions) seizes violently Depersonalized
opportunities for institutions and law
personal enrichment. emerge.

Function II: Militias Function B: Armies Sequence 2: Warlord Sequence B: State
creates unruly militias. monopolizes legitimate

use of violence.

Function Ill: Racketeers Function C: Merchants Sequence 3: Warlord Sequence y: Trade,
terrorizes and racketeers commerce, innovation,
civilian population. modernity and prosperity

develop under rule of
law.

Function IV: Patrons Function D: Bureaucrats Sequence 4: Warlord Sequence &:
establishes far-reaching Bureaucracy, tax
criminal patronage collection and rule of law
network. span entire territory.

Function V: Tyrants Function E: Statesmen Sequence 5: Warlords Sequence {: State
become tyrants. supported by population

and accountable
(democracy).
Function VI: Saviours Function F:
Representatives

Fig. 7.4 Functions and sequences of the state myth as opposed to the warlord myth.
Source: Author

Arab numbers for the warlord myth and Latin and Greek letters for the
state myth) has its exact mirror image in the mythologisation of European
state-formation.

From here on, it is possible to oppose the warlord functions to the state
functions and to elaborate what Lévi-Strauss called mythémes (a neologism
combining the words ‘myth’ and ‘theme’), the inside topics, so to say,
of the myth. These mythemes have to be contextualised in the cultural
usages of the images and metaphors they evoke in order to understand the
discourse (the meaning and morality of the tale) underlying the narrative
(the dramatic development). As Lévi-Strauss argues with the examples of
the skate and the south wind, it is neither the dramatis personae per se
nor the sequences that give meaning. It is the discourse constituted by the
mythemes. In his example, the skate and the south wind stand for some-
thing and contextual analysis allows capturing what they stand for.
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CONTEXTUAL ANALYSIS: THE ‘NON-DITS’
OF THE MYTHEMES

The wider contexts of the warlord and state myths are the wars in these
countries. It is noteworthy that, indeed, the notion of warlords is mainly
used to describe warfare in countries which are or were also subject to
external intervention and invasion. Based on a count of just under 1000
articles published between 2007 and 2012 in US newspapers using the
online database Nexis, the term ‘warlord” was associated only with 12
countries, of which only two, the Philippines and Pakistan, had not been
recently the object of formal foreign intervention (see Fig. 7.5).?
Newspaper articles also provide a rich source of contexts with which
the warlord theme is explicitly associated. Not all newspaper articles under
scrutiny have displayed all functions of the warlord myth. Many articles
actually deal with other central themes and use the warlord myth only as
fleeting reference. Hence, the themes discussed are good indicators of the
themes that are widely associated with the warlord myth. They are, in no
particular order: rape as weapon of war and the dire conditions of women
in these countries; child soldiering; conflict diamonds; the illicit exploita-
tion of mineral resources or other illicit activities like drug smuggling or

Philippines

Georgia 8%
2%
Chechnya
1%
Sierra 4
Leone .~
3%
Libya
2%

Liberiil/
4%

Fig. 7.5 Counts of ‘warlord’ in the headlines in USA newspaper publications,
2007-2012 (N=998). Source: Author
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human trafficking; humanitarian assistance and aid; or the inference of
other unruly states like Pakistan in these areas. In short, the warlord myth
is the crucial reference to make sense of all the misery and brutality of
contemporary wars in countries which are already or might be the object
of an international intervention. Importantly, the warlord myth locates
the causes of wars, violence, and wretchedness in the actions of warlords,
and distinguishes them in an essentialised narration from states and state
action. Consequently, foreign interventions (by states) cannot be caus-
ing misery; on the contrary, the evocation of the state myth introduces
the discourse that states are the origin of order, rule of law, bureaucratic
efficiency, justice, and peacefulness.

The myths create an imagination and understanding among the audi-
ence not only by what they narrate, but also by what they do not tell. In
the case of the warlord—state myth, violence, and particularly brutal, gra-
tuitous violence is only associated with warlords and never with the state.
If violence is associated with state action, it is so only in the careful framing
of the state’s monopoly of the legitimate use of violence. It is violence that
is controlled, framed, regulated, but never violence for sadistic pleasure
or to terrorise civilian populations. Stories of drone attacks, of brutalities
committed by foreign militaries, or of any other misery caused by the
foreign intervention are never told in the same newspaper or academic
research as the warlord—state myth.

As every folk tale opposes a story of the ‘good’ to a story of the ‘evil’,
the opposition of the warlord—state myth opposes stories of ‘good’ politics
to stories of ‘bad’ politics. The stereotyping and essentialisation of the two
sides in these narratives decontextualises them. Hence, questions which
are commonly linked to political rule—such as those about popular legiti-
macy, about political efficacy, about the whys and why not—are excluded
from the narratives.

Particularly with respect to the question of popular legitimacy, the
myths predetermine which actors are legitimate and which are not through
the mythémes. Every paradigmatic opposition of every mythéme leads to
the final question of how legitimate warlords can possibly be, commonly
answering this question in the negative: they simply cannot be legitimate.
This mirrors the conclusion to draw from the state myth, namely that
states are legitimate in their actions, no matter what.

The unspoken themes may loom large, but they are not discussed, as
the myth has already narrated the foundational legitimacy of states. The
effect of the warlord—state myth is not only to deflect any criticism of
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intervention, as Stanski argues with respect to the orientalist framework
(Stanski 2009). It is, beyond this conjectural purpose, to cement the
unquestionable character of the state as foundational unit of the interna-
tional system and as the ultimately only and only legitimate form of politi-
cal organisation. Given that the state myth has been developed in the West
and is stereotyping Western state emergence, the state’s unquestionable
quality as the only and singularly legitimate political unit has become an
ontological certainty and an epistemological a priori.

CONCLUSION

The chapter has shown that the construction of the category ‘warlord’
induces the narrative of binomial oppositions such as chaos—order, war-
lord—state, arbitrariness/criminality—law etc. This is true also for accounts,
which intend ot to tell the story in this way, but which by the fiat of the
warlord tale end up doing so. This is because the narrative of warlords
only makes sense with its mirror of the state tale, just as the metaphor of
the warlord is in itself and essentially orientalist. Consequently, the func-
tions (in Propp’s sense) of the warlord tale necessarily entail a narrative
logic that follows the mythical pattern, otherwise neither the use of the
warlord metaphor nor the tale would make any sense.

This chapter also shows through the reflexive scrutiny of the context
out of which the warlord myth is narrated that the notion and narration of
‘warlord’ is more effective in justifying the West’s current interventionism.
Research relying on the warlord myth fails to provide a differentiated and
reflexive view of statehood and intervention. Giustozzi’s conclusion from
his study on warlords is telling:

In the case of Afghanistan, moreover, the problem is still state-formation
more than state-building. Gradually I came to think that the formation
of a “modern” and “diplomatically recognisable” state in the context of
Afghanistan has little chances of succeeding unless it relies on the establish-
ment of an international protectorate, with all the difficulties that come with
that. (Giustozzi 2009: 13)

This is the white man’s burden all over again, and, unsurprisingly,
Marten argues exactly in the same vein that Western military intervention
is the only way of ending violence in the world (Marten 2007). But these
authors are not only providing justifications for the military conquest of
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large parts of the world: their arguments are epitomising the attitude that
the state is the only imaginable form of political organisation in world
politics that, once consolidated and ‘working’, can create durable peace.
This is certainly a political belief, but it is also an epistemological and
ontological deflection that blends out the violence exercised by real exist-
ing states domestically and, in this context more importantly, internation-
ally, particularly in those countries mentioned here, where, according to
Physicians for Social Responsibility, an estimated 1.3 million people have
died in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Pakistan alone (IPPNW et al. 2015).

The focus on warlords establishes and maintains a firmly Eurocentric
epistemological and ontological boundary between “us’ and ‘them’, and it
will therefore only be able to explain partially where the violence in these
world regions stems from. Abandoning warlordism can open our eyes that
there are cases which represent—historically, politically, intellectually, and
academically—alternatives to the ‘modern’ and ‘diplomatically recognisa-
ble’ state and which challenge the idea that the state is the best guarantor
of welfare and peace. The warlord myth is by itself a great impediment to
the study of alternatives to statehood in world politics.

This is not to say that Giustozzi’s or Marten’s works, or the newspaper
articles analysed, do not provide a lot of information about the persons
they call warlords. They are also more or less detailed accounts of the his-
tories of these warlords, well researched and presented. Yet, they remain
firmly rooted in an essentialised vision of the international system with
Western states as, by definition, legitimate and the only efficient actors.

What then is to be researched about the collective violence in these
regions? If the notion of warlordism is to be given up, patient research on
the ground will certainly be able to factually debunk many of the mythémes
of the warlord myth. Examples of such diligent on-the-ground research
exist, such as Krijn Peters’ book on the soldiers of the Revolutionary
United Front (RUF) in Sierra Leone that shows that the RUF did have
an ideological grounding and even an utopian project (Peters 2011), or
Georgi Derlugian’s serene archaeological approach in analysing the ori-
gins of the Chechen wars (Derluguian 2005). What these two books share
is a fundamental change of perspective on the subject, most notably by
pursuing an epistemology that is not based on ‘definitions’ but treats the
investigated actors from the point of view of their subject position.

Yet debunking the warlord myth factually will not lead to its aban-
donment, just like the detailed historical research about the Treaty of
Westphalia has done little to oust the myth of Westphalia (Teschke 2002;
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de Carvalho et al. 2011). What is needed is a sort of reflexive ‘secularisa-
tion’ of our scientific thought about ‘others’ in world politics (who, cer-
tainly not by coincidence, happen to be former colonial subjects), where
the analytical gaze is turned to the immanent world of ‘us and them” and
not only to the world beyond ‘us’ at ‘them’.

NOTES

1. This search has been repeated with the German and French words for war-
lord without producing any other results.

2. According to Waldron (1991), Chinese historiographers and time witnesses
used either the word junfa (%18) or dujun (B4 to designate the military
figures who western observers quite disdainfully called warlords in 1920s
China. The term junfn literally translates as ‘military group’ or ‘military
clique’; hence, it does not designate an individual. The character jun (%)
additionally is the character used for high-ranking military leaders, not com-
mon soldiers, bandits, security agents, or other bearers of violence. It is the
same character that makes up the second part of dujun. Dujun, on the other
hand, designates a high-ranking military governor, that is, a person that is
nominated by the central government to represent the state’s power militar-
ily in a certain region and a post commonly occupied by a civilian, not a mili-
tary. Hence, neither term has the meaning of warlord which, according to
Waldron, was derived from the German Kriegsherren which, again, was a
polemical term used in Great Britain to denounce war-mongering generals
in Germany of the nineteenth and early twentieth century, and in particular
the German emperor, and is very little if at all related to any understanding
of medieval feudal lordship (Waldron 1991).

3. Note that this analysis was undertaken in 2012 and therefore lacks refer-
ences to Syria or ISIS.
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CHAPTER 8

Afghanistan and the ‘Graveyard of Empires’:
Blumenberg, Under-complex Analogy
and Basic Myths in International Politics

Florian P. Kiibn

In Afghanistan after 2001, along with the statebuilding endeavour, many
attempts were made to uncover the truth about why Afghanistan is what it
is represented to be. In this chapter, I argue that myths about Afghanistan
were at work which served to shape and construct political realities and
supply interpretations of politics. By what I call under-complex analogy,
the sustainability of mythical explanations was made productive for under-
standing Afghanistan. Hans Blumenberg’s (2006) ideas regarding the
connection of mythos and logos are taken as a conceptual starting point
presented at the beginning of the chapter. It is his foundational under-
standing of myth as supporting element of our understanding of reality
which is then employed in the following analysis of Afghanistan post-
2001 intervention. Myth is understood here as taking on quasi-religious
functions for the group of actors involved in the restructuring of Afghan
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politics, society, state, and interpersonal relations, as a secular belief-structure
guiding action. Political actors view their actions as re-action to acts shap-
ing their world which emanate from outside forces beyond their control.
As such, myth works to structure reason in the face of (quasi-)natural
forces beyond oneself. Myth rests on a ‘particular interpretation of a his-
torical experience or policy [...] that is invoked in the present to justify
certain policies’ (Buffet and Heuser 1998, ix).

Understanding Afghanistan, especially from a western scholar’s but also
from a policy perspective, implies working with and around these myths.
The chapter sections following the conceptual part present selected myths
ranging from talk of Afghanistan as a ‘graveyard of empires’, portraying
Afghans as ‘fierce fighters’, terrorists using Afghanistan as ‘safe haven’, and
Afghans’ ‘democratic fondness’, which represent epistemic approaches to
the image of Afghanistan as constructed in the international discourse.
Beyond narratives, these myths’ practical impact implied their selection
for the purpose of illustrating the concept of myth: they guide western
thinking towards Afghanistan, and in demonstrating how they structure
Western policy, their power can be revealed. This, in turn, allows drawing
conclusions about their functions for the construction of subject, interac-
tion, and the epistemology of politics about Afghanistan.

THE BLUMENBERG LEGACY: WHY SOME STORIES SURVIVE
AND OTHERS ARE FORGOTTEN

Research into myths conducted by philosophers and anthropologists
since the late eighteenth century shows the eminently political charac-
ter of myths. Traditionally, myths were believed to be a ‘fiction’ about
the past, centring around the sacred, supernatural, or gods. Evoked and
retold by priests, they provided a narrative for societies about themselves
linking the divine to the profane. As such, they had a central role in soci-
ety, in politics, and in explanations of phenomena observed in nature.
Since enlightenment until this day, aspects of ‘hollowness’ and “self-decep-
tion’ are entailed in broadly positivist uses of the term (see in more detail
Bliesemann de Guevara, Chap. 2). Such derogatory understanding aside,
myths merit scrutinising as they provide of substantial legitimacy and
explanatory power to politics, as will be shown in the following.
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In modern political philosophy, mention needs to be made especially
of the works of Ernst Cassirer (1985, 2010), and of Max Horkheimer and
Theodor W. Adorno (2003) of the Frankfurt School. Cassirer’s work can
be read as a forerunner to deconstructivist approaches, pointing to the
most sublime mechanisms through which states manage to obscure their
origins and historicity, that is, their genealogy, and the ways they shape
knowledge and citizens’ lives. Horkheimer and Adorno (2003, 24) stress
that the social functions that myths fulfil are merely obscured in scien-
tific modernity as a process in which positivist followers of enlightenment
dismiss universal meanings contained in myth first, as beyond empirical
knowledge, and consequently, as untrue. Facing fascism, they warn that
reason in its totalitarian tendency to usurp all finite arguments provides
the instrumental means for barbarism, contained in systems of dominance,
that is, the state (Horkheimer and Adorno 2003, 38, 43).

Preserving the caution of these earlier ideas, Blumenberg takes on myth
in its culturally productive form. He starts his analysis with the durability
of myths, which ensures that they appear in heterogeneous contexts and
at different times. This extra longue durée (Braudel) of myths led to the
conclusion that they contained truth, which was not invented—conse-
quently, the viability of fictitious stories proves myths as part of nature and
thus exempts them from further investigation (Blumenberg 2006, 167).
However, Blumenberg argues that what he calls ‘temporal illusion’ about
myths is that they appear to emanate from a point early in human history,
while being a product of a long-lasting development. Only what would
have been transmitted over generations verbally and proved its efficiency
as core meaning of a story would be found worthy of writing down at a
later stage. While oral narration reduces the myth to its core, new versions
eliminate distracting or otherwise unnecessary elements, testing such nar-
ratives’ reception and impact; written culture, to the contrary, freezes the
fictitious and invents it as a point of reference (Blumenberg 2006, 168).
In effect, oral transmission fosters conciseness of content at the expense of
historical or seemingly historical facts (Blumenberg 2006, 170).

That mythical subjects remain durable over long periods supports the
faulty conclusion that they contain in fact timeless, even eternal truths.
While this need not be the case, of course, one reason for enlighten-
ment thought to dismiss myth is its refusal to explain itself. As such, myth
attracted fierce resistance from enlightenment figures (and earned a bad
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reputation as delusional in common parlance), which Blumenberg attri-
butes to the fear of the unreasonable. Myth allows for the reign of unrea-
son, and possibly even enforces it (Blumenberg 2006, 180).

What can fruitfully be adapted from these understandings of myth in
order to come to analytical results? What is the value for approaching
international politics through the lens of a mythical conceptualisation?
Myth is understood here as spelling out assumptions about reality which
need not be questioned henceforth. Myths are extremely productive in
shaping basic assumptions, or starting points of inquiries, of the driving
forces of political development. Blumenberg (2006, 181) argues that in
order to conduct research by ‘trial-and error’, concrete long-term assump-
tions to start from are necessary. Practically, myths align with other episte-
mological certainties, such that existing knowledge can be actualised and
referred to. It is here that the division between reasonable knowledge and
presupposed acceptance of something as ‘true’ is blurred to the extent
of indistinguishability. In the process of historiography, myths come to
coalesce with existing knowledge and prove to be compatible so that no
open contradiction between mythic content and assured knowledge arises.
To be sure, sufficient ambiguity of both myth and facts is required to cre-
ate an ‘epistemic space’ wherein contradictions may cohabitate.

Under-complex analogies are in this sense undergirding the combi-
nation of myth and fact. De-historicised analogies—critical scholarship
tends to highlight decontextualized arguments referring to a synchronous
relational decoupling of information—allow presenting an argument vol-
untarily or unintendedly disregarding parameters. Examples abound, and
arguments may as easily be questioned as they are brought forward under
such curtate points: portraying Afghanistan as the USA’s (or the West’s)
new Vietnam (Finlan 2014, 60, 162, 194), or—vice versa—arguing that
Afghanistan could not be turned into a new Switzerland (Ruttig 2010)
were tropes employed frequently. Such analogies help cognitively locating
a problem but work alongside the longue durée of myths to construct a
foundationalist understanding of a policy challenge. That Afghanistan was
a highly militarised endeavour, and that the situation on the ground fos-
tered a certain understanding of the situation (Duffield 2010; Smirl 2015;
Bliesemann de Guevara 2014, 71-74), allowed for a quiet merging of
myth and analogies, which I will demonstrate in the following paragraphs.

Before looking into the case in more detail, it makes sense to clarify
what myths do as opposed to other concepts. We can distinguish myth
with a long-ranging perspective grounded in history from policy myths
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such as statebuilding or the ‘international community’, which produce
contradictory policy consequences (Bliesemann de Guevara and Kiihn
2010, 2011; Kaczmarska, Chap. 11). Myths, in either sense, relate closely
to what is taken as established truth, and they contribute to the discursive
formation of an outside world which can hardly be influenced by individu-
als: the outside world hands itself to man, relieving her from responsibil-
ity. Myths become productive in that they guide repertoires of action—as
a reaction to this outside world; they help preselect options available to
political (but by extension also military or other) decision-makers (Finlan
2014, 43).

Unlike legends, which also have an explanatory function but concern
a narrower field of social life and also concern assumed events, myths
explain what is bebind such action. In Greek mythology, legends of actual
gods involved in concrete plots merely exemplify and thus make visible the
characteristics of those involved. Such ascription of personal qualities is by
no means incidental but codifies myth as an encrypted version of truth. We
have to distinguish between the actual plot and the solidified truth claim
behind it; what Blumenberg (2006, 15-17) calls ‘absolutism of actuality’
overwhelms the individual and demonstrates the helplessness she becomes
aware of. It is thus functional for her to relate what happens into a higher
context to give her life-world meaning.!

On the surface of the deeper structure of myth, legends as one form
of relaying events portray what might have happened but what might also
not have happened: they are mainly representations of patterns to make
sense of the surrounding reality and fulfil a significant role in interpreting
reality in interventions such as in Afghanistan (Bliesemann de Guevara and
Kithn 2015). Legends in this sense are akin to fiction in that they not only
entertain but also explain and lend meaning to life. Similarly, anecdotes,
more individually, usually involve events in the social vicinity of those lis-
tening. What is important is that the latter, and oftentimes legends as
well, are transmitted orally; they are told and retold and thus lack the his-
toricised credibility that linked-to-knowledge myths have (bear in mind,
however, Blumenberg’s ‘temporal illusion’ inherent here).

While interpretations of such narrative forms can be contradictory, with
different versions competing for credibility, myths are beyond that stage.
Blumenberg (2006, 196 et seqq.) describes more precisely as ‘basic myth’
what becomes paradigmatic for understanding truth; it is the maximum
reduction of the myth’s main content and can hence be transformed into
particularistic interpretations without losing contact and, more importantly,
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leaving intact the core pattern of the myth. As basic myths have no epi-
sodic character,? they need not be spelt out in detail but are reconstructed
in the minds of discourse participants. It is this quality that distinguishes
myths from narratives. Narratives, one might argue, are crafted explana-
tory tools, broadcast by someone or a group for a particular end. They tie
together concrete events with elements of myths and assured knowledge
in order to make a specific point usually suitable for the political inter-
est of the sender. In the Afghan context, narratives have frequently been
shaped by elites for different purposes, as will later be shown for Durrani/
Pashtun primacy to rule in Afghanistan. Narratives thus are coupled with
particularistic interpretations of politics; they are more closely related to
power and acute competition between political actors to establish knowl-
edge about a situation—which, subsequently, may or may not converge
with mythical claims to truth.

As all individuals act within the structures reproduced by the ‘epistemo-
logical software” which myths provide and which intersubjectively guides
actions in societies, myths shape subjectivity. In fact, as Scarborough
argues, it is the dualism of primary and secondary qualities which changes
the function of modern myths. This dualism, following Kepler, Galileo,
and Descartes, of primary hard-fact and measurable qualities, and second-
ary qualities such as ‘taste, touch, sound, smell, and nonmeasurable visual
qualities’ (Scarborough 1994, 11) provides for the subsequent discredit-
ing treatment of myths.? In the age of science, this concerns unreliable
knowledge about subjective understandings, superstitions, and whims—in
other words, myths cannot be regarded as knowledge. The need to explain
the big picture, to narrate the whole of the story of the world, however,
has not disappeared with this proposition. Myths, defamed and placed far
outside serious scientific inquiry, have proven remarkably resilient. Also,
following Blumenberg, they have the quality of creatively incorporating
contradictions, as they need not give answers that can be readily appre-
hended by ‘problem solving’. In this, myths are not dogmas, which require
being stable, codified, written, and unchanged (Blumenberg 2006, 240).*

As myths concern the overarching explanation of the world without
being explicit about it, they are susceptible to international relations: after
all, the ‘whole’ quality of global politics and structures highly depends
on abstractions and basic theoretical claims; these can be opened up for
methodical scrutiny, turning the discipline itself into a subject of inquiry.
While this is not the norm, it also transfers the general onto a level of par-
ticularity which then can be criticized and questioned on its own terms;
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the underlying basic myth remains untouched. No International Relations
(IR) scholar will credibly be able to make the claim to ‘know’ empirically,
by virtue of her own experience, how international relations work. If this
can be assumed to be correct or at least plausible, then it is even more
amazing that IR has not yet developed a branch concerning itself with
myths and their function in shaping the epistemologies and practical exe-
cution of politics. If we take into account the profound practice of myth in
international politics, derogatorily using ‘myth’ as false belief reveals a very
modern understanding of myth and, by extension, politics.

Post-positivist analyses of myth point us to the constitutive and per-
formative functions of myth as representing basic truths. Some, such as
Roland Barthes or Cynthia Weber, are motivated by ideology critique
and the unveiling of hidden functionalities wherein myths play their role;
philosophical approaches such as that of Hans Blumenberg lay open how
myth cannot be disentangled from truth, how myths are required not as
logical other to science but as logical underpinning for it. Blumenberg
(20006, 18) puts it succinctly:

The boundary line between mythos and logos is imaginary and by no means
dispenses with the question of the logos of myth in working free of the
absolutism of actuality. Myth itself is a piece of high-carat work of logos.®

CREATING A STATE FOR THE PURPOSE OF IMPERIAL
RivALRY: THE GREAT GAME AND AFGHANISTAN
AS ‘“GRAVEYARD OF EMPIRES’

Situating Afghanistan in the Great Game of the nineteenth century and
highlighting its continuing importance for global affairs provides the pre-
text for myths about Afghanistan. Western powers remained continuously
involved in Afghanistan, while the country’s relevance is not matched by
a convincing explanation of how it came to be ascribed such importance.
It is in this sense that myth is productive in delivering such explanations
and providing a basic layer for understanding actual developments. One
influential myth, developed after defeats for the British (several), Soviets,
and more recently the United States, portrays Afghanistan as unconquer-
able ‘graveyard of empires’. While Afghanistan was never actually colo-
nised, the Afghan state is a product of colonial politics. To begin with,
British Empire elites involved in the formulation of colonial policy and
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with economic stakes were obsessed with ideas of Russia pushing south to
the Indian Ocean. As Hopkins points out, the role assigned to Afghans in
countering this ‘threat’ was defined from the perspective of colonial India;
interest in Afghanistan in the first half of the nineteenth century was lim-
ited to ‘the spectre of the Russian threat on the overactive imagination of
British policy circles’ (Hopkins 2004, 5; see also Wyatt 2011).

Policymakers lacked actual evidence for a Russian strategic expansion
into Afghanistan (Hopkins 2004). However, the claim mirrored strategic
thinking, so British lust for expansion was projected onto the Russian
Empire. Afghanistan as bulwark against this expansion became a mythical
last post for the ‘free’, that is, the liberal-capitalist world. From the myth
automatically followed strategic policy and consequently how Afghanistan
was dealt with. The first Anglo-Afghan War was fought on the premise
of assumed Russian support of the Persian military by strategic advisors,
portrayed as an imminent Russo-Persian alliance that posed a threat to
British interests which had to be countered immediately. While likely
focussed on settling border issues with the relatively rich city of Herat,
the local context became assigned global relevance. The British, how-
ever, sent a strong army and decisively fought forces more or less loyal
to the incumbent king in order to reinstall a more easily controlled ruler
(Johnson 2011, 50-55). Exaggerating the Russian factor, the British had
unknowingly become part of internal rivalry and dynastic competition in
Afghanistan.

The second half of the nineteenth century, however, saw a change as
the Russians were getting established in Central Asia, building railroads
and dependent states—which proved costly to sustain. Yet instead of mili-
tarily engaging directly in Afghanistan, the British had changed their atti-
tude towards Afghanistan. Their southern pressure moulded Afghanistan
into a nation state, which, if anything, was intended to buffer the Russian
and British Empires. After the first war, the British had concluded that ‘the
Durrani elite were incapable of controlling their own people. Hence any
future occupation of Afghanistan as a colony, even with the cooperation
of'its ruling class, would likely prove a questionable venture’, which would
demand ‘military commitment far out of proportion to the value of the
country’ (Barfield 2010, 132). The internal composition of the Afghan
‘state’, hence, demanded treating it differently in the eyes of the attempt-
ing colonisers.

Said elites, however, saw their own limited role in rejecting British
influence, as they concluded that a stronger state apparatus was required
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to prevent their own demise by their own people (Kithn 2011, 64-67).
Hence, their approach to politics towards the British, via Calcutta, focussed
on securing funds not available in Afghanistan itself, in order to establish
modern military forces. They also tried to establish a narrative of legiti-
mate Durrani rule (excluding competing Pashtun tribes as well as Tajik,
Uzbek, Kohistani, or other minorities) over the whole of Afghanistan,
‘portraying themselves to the Afghan people as the necessary preservers of
the nation’s independence and Islamic religious identity against potential
aggression by both the British raj and czarist Russia’ (Barfield 2010, 133).
Afghan rulers, henceforth, dependent as they are to the present day on
foreign funding, have played an intermediary role between the population
and foreign powers. Mobilising against ‘foreign invaders’, religiously con-
noted as ‘jihad’, became a decisive and deliberate element of generating
legitimacy for ruling Afghanistan.

In any case, despite historiography, the ‘graveyard of empires’ myth
never deterred foreign powers from trying to use Afghan rivalries to their
own advantage. British, Russian, and American involvement manipulated
and transformed Afghan politics to different degrees—all left their mark
on Afghan society. Vice versa, attempts to subdue Afghanistan by coop-
erating with forthcoming elites mostly failed as Afghan internal rivalry
destabilised political arrangements rather speedily. To be sure, in colo-
nial history this claim might be made quite legitimately for most states.
Indeed, the development of a state system is of European making, and
capitalist globalisation championed first by the British and later by the
United States affects and penetrates most societies. Conversely, defeat in
battle and unfulfilled political hopes did not destroy the British Empire
(Kiithn 2010, 153 et seqq., 268-72), and there is reason to believe that
the Soviet Union would have collapsed without the military campaign to
secure the Afghan communists’ survival in power. To ascribe Afghanistan
causal responsibility for any of these developments seems to be going
very far.

The gloomy narrative about Afghanistan provides ample illustration for
reasoning by analogy. Comparisons of the International Security Assistance
Forces (ISAF)’s post-2001 engagement with that of the Russians in the
1980s, or with the United States’ erratic war in Vietnam abound; the
‘graveyard of empires’ myth sells books, and authors and pundits alike set
claims to expertise on such analogous reasoning (Jones 2010; Schneckener
2005). Yet the analogies are problematic, as they pick aspects of a much more
complex set of factors, conveniently excluding contradictory evidence.
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For example, Soviet intervention was by no means an attempt at creating
another Soviet republic in the Union but was born out of strategic inde-
cisiveness, itself owed to the gerontocratic leadership of the Communist
Party (Feifer 2009). Knowledge production in international discourse
rests on such mythical content, which plays with the spectre of history
repeating itself. Analogies, among other ways of establishing historical
basic understandings, help in creating myths in international relations by
situating truth claims in the not-so-well-known realm of history.

This underscores Blumenberg’s assertion that myths tell stories rather
than explaining the origin of the world. Not being etiological, that is, not
being about genetic characteristics, we have to stick with Blumenberg’s
idea that we will not know the origin of myth; it is, however, all the more
important to turn to their function (Segal 1999, 145). For stories com-
prising a myth to be credible, they need to be isomorphic with other
stories, which mutually establish a credible claim by being compatible.
The ‘graveyard’ myth rests on several supporting myths, and in turn sup-
ports others, which combine in providing sufficient ‘knowledge’ about
Afghanistan to constitute the foundational room for such claims. For this
process, whether political action tailored to the ‘realities” described in the
myth is actually deliberately (and manipulatively) misleading, or whether
belief in such ‘realities’ and ‘ancient truths’ is genuine, makes no differ-
ence. Rather, what is of interest is how such myths are productive and, in
the concrete case, decisive in defining the interaction of members of the
‘empire’ and their mythical gravediggers.

THE ‘ArFGHAN F1ERCE FIGHTERS’ MYTH

While the ‘graveyard of empires’ myth uses historical analogy and is situated
on a more general level, the ‘fierce fighter’ myth is productive in giving an
explanation of why fights, if taking place, are interpreted to end with defeat
for the superior power rather than the opposite. It uses a functional analogy
to produce credibility. It can itself be analysed from a historical perspective
but focuses on the modes of fighting and points to the jihad component
of fighters” motivations. This myth’s explanatory function sits comfortably
with the ‘graveyard of empires’ myth; the two logically support each other.
In the eyes of observers, near constant feuding, the hardships of the rug-
ged landscape, harsh winters, Western romanticism fed by ‘noble savage’
ideas, but also overwhelming hospitality despite enduring poverty have
underscored the image of Afghans (particularly Pashtuns) as brave and
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noble fighters. The historical accounts, especially of the first Anglo-Afghan
war, popularised in the nineteenth century not only in Great Britain itself,®
served the purpose of restoring the belief in Western, especially British,
superiority by explaining away military failure. The first supporting column
of the ‘graveyard of empires’ myth, therefore, is the related ‘Afghan fierce
fighters’ myth which will be outlined in the following.

Dominant historiography is not a good guide for evaluating Afghans’
qualities as fighters. Robert Johnson explains in his book The Afghan way
of war (2011) how the fighter myth developed. By all accounts, even from
contemporary trainers for the Afghan National Army (ANA), there is no
natural talent for Afghans to be fierce fighters. According to Johnson, one
of the reasons why Afghans came to be seen as particularly tough fighters
is that most accounts were written by those who lost against them. The
Anglo-Afghan wars produced a huge overhang of British accounts and
very little to no reports of the mostly orally conveyed Afghan recounts of
the story.

The British expedition corps suffered a shock facing under-equipped
opponents relentlessly attacking the well-armed British; as a seemingly
vastly superior force, they had to explain why they were beaten by those
who were seen to be bearded, ‘shameless cruel savages’ (Elphinstone
quoted in Johnson 2011, 23). Regardless of exaggerations, Afghans
killed and looted many—at times a whole expedition—such as in 1842.
The brutal and total defeat of Lord Elphinstone’s army was, of course,
an exception. The failure was explained by individual mistakes by offi-
cers, but overwhelmingly by pointing to the bloodthirsty rage of Afghan
fighters. Johnson, instead, puts against this interpretation that clans, who
lived nearby but were not party to the agreement, on a retreat of the
British started attacking them—attempting to secure plunder from the
British, which were held to be famously rich, while initially not intending
to destroy them wholesale (Johnson 2011, 70-74). The seeds for a second
Anglo-Afghan war, which was to take place in late 1878 to 1881 and in
which the British Empire sought to restore its prestige and reputation,
were planted (Barfield 2010, 140; cf. Lebow 2008, 326-327).

Quite regularly, attacks occurred but were contingent upon opportu-
nity opening up. There were skirmishes, hardly coordinated, but tests,
anyway, of the resolve of the British soldiers, which informed the Afghans
of the British reaction. But only after British morale was broken (to which
Afghans often tried to contribute by withholding supplies), and when loot
was expected to be made easily, did otherwise fragmented groups join to
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form a full-fledged attack and overwhelm the British—to loot, not neces-
sarily to annihilate.

The mainly British myth of fierce fighters, adapted to the Soviet and
post-Taliban situations, is paralleled and presumably strengthened by
traditional poetry and songs stressing male bravery. Tales of resistance
against the Soviets resolve around the theme that ‘Afghan resistance fight-
ers prided themselves in their toughness. They travelled light, with just a
weapon, a blanket or scarf, ammunition, and a minimal amount of food’
(Johnson 2011, 218). In the West, published opinion heroised Afghans
for their resistance against the ‘Evil Empire’ (Ronald Reagan), and popu-
lar films from ‘Rambo III’ (1988) to the more fantastic “The Objective’
(2008) provided the iconography of dusty roads and half-clothed fighters
in destitute mountains.

Especially in Pashtun culture, being a poet and a fighter brings fame
to a male. To prove oneself in battle is essential for young males, which
helps explain why insurgents found it easy recruiting young villagers to
plant IEDs (Giustozzi 2008, 37-43, 70; cf. Jones 2010, 292—4). The war
against the Western military proved to be one big adventure park for these
youths, risks were limited (mainly as direct attacks were tactically avoided),
while adventure and fame were guaranteed. Few of those youngsters were
actually affiliates of the Taliban, let alone al-Qaida, but their acts exagger-
ated the sense of attack for Western forces (for details see Carter 2011).

The public myth of Afghan bravery certainly shaped expectations of
young men to engage in some sort of resistance to the overwhelming US
force. Referring to jihad, which is an undisputed reality in Afghan narra-
tives, helped lend a lot of legitimacy to such actions: hitting a Westerner
wherever one meets him (as Bin Laden famously propagated) is one thing,
but driving the sole superpower out of one’s front yard is quite another,
and a lot more noble, thing. Driven by the ‘graveyard of empires’ myth, it
is safe to say, Afghans were happy to support the Taliban (and other, more
locally acting militants) in their quest to liberate Afghanistan (Thruelsen
2010, 267 )—trusting that in the long run they would succeed, as they had
always, according to the myth. This requires explanation, since they are
weaker on all measurable indicators.

The weaker part in an armed confrontation may feel inclined to adapt
the way of fighting to include outwaiting the stronger party (Daase 1999,
96-7; Callwell 1996 [1896]). Afghans have a now famous proverb,
according to which ‘The West has all the watches, but we have all the
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time’ (Barfield 2010, 328). It is often understood to refer to the pace
at which things happen in Afghanistan and about which aid workers will
shrug. However, it may also be understood in military terms, such that
Afghan fighters always waited for the time to be right, took some time to
test the invaders, and see when the situation was best to hit them hard. It
is surprising that it has been little noted that Afghans never tried to pre-
vent an invading force from entering Afghanistan; homeland defence with
its decidedly territorial notion was alien to them. ‘[H Jistorically, occupa-
tion forces have not been driven out, but make a strategic judgement
to depart on their own terms’ (Johnson 2011, 303). However, the time
factor appears relative when we look at futile attacks on Western forces in
the south and east of Afghanistan (Thruelsen 2010, 266). While making
Afghanistan an unpleasant place to be in as a foreigner is the insurgents’
strategic goal, tactics are highly adaptable. In Johnson’s words, over the
last 200 years, Afghan wars present themselves as ‘a catalogue of consis-
tent problems and constant change’ (Johnson 2011, 305).

An illustration of this is that the Taliban, who cannot and should not be
viewed as a unified force, waited a few years before they slowly and crouch-
ingly started testing the resolve of the Afghan state and Western forces.
With few forces in the country, they more openly sought direct confronta-
tion, which, however, resulted in little gains Western military would count
as success. After having given ISAF or Operation Enduring Freedom
(OEF) forces a hard time, they dissolved—and mostly claimed ground
when westerners had withdrawn. After 2009, direct attacks decreased as a
result of the mainly US troop surge, and practices shifted to IEDs and hit-
and-run attacks (Strick van Linschoten and Kuehn 2012, 247-52, 291-
2). Later, until early 2013, Afghan forces increasingly engaged in what was
called green-on-blue attacks, at the time often shooting unarmed western-
ers in the camps. These attacks were conducted by disenfranchised Afghan
Army personnel or, seldom, by smuggled-in insurgents (Armstrong 2013;
Long 2013). This caused a lot of stress for the Western forces, resulting in
a few months of heavy losses and was a big blow to the morale.

The question ‘Who can you trust?” was exploited masterly in these
incidents (resembling reports form the Anglo-Afghan wars, when the
same people who would have supplied food to a garrison would later
engage in slaughtering the expedition force, including women on their
way out in a convoy). The significance of this narrative for the myth lies
in the evocation of historical ‘knowledge’ to underscore the primordial
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traitor behaviour, which deems all efforts to help Afghans fruitless and
prone to being undermined by Afghans themselves. Reasoning by anal-
ogy fails to take into account context, historically decontextualising
anecdotes, and neglects strategic and personal considerations behind
such behaviour.

During the surge, also, targeting changed to attacks on influential
Afghan figures and state representatives. Not only high-ranking politi-
cians—Ahmad Wali Karzai, President Karzai’s brother and governor of
Kandahar; Burhanuddin Rabbani, who headed the peace council; and the
governors of Logar, Abdullah Wardak, and Kunduz, Mohammad Omar—
were assassinated. The police chief of Farah and many other police chiefs
were also directly targeted and killed, along with many local and regional
police commanders and politicians. A former intelligence analyst describ-
ing patterns of violence in Afghanistan reported that in the northern areas
of Afghanistan, with the exception of Kunduz proper, in the course of
three years there was no single district which had not lost a district police
chief or vice-police chief.”” Some districts saw the third or fourth police
chief during this period. In other words, one of the main strategic goals, to
make life miserable for one’s opponents, now also applies to those aligned
with the foreigners (Strick van Linschoten and Kuehn 2012, 309-10).
Fighting non-believers (‘kufi’) has become an intrinsic part of jihad, and
those who cooperate with foreigners are easily proclaimed to be unbe-
lievers (‘takfirism’) themselves (Strick van Linschoten and Kuehn 2012,
29, 84; Barfield 2010, 227). Jihad works well as an overarching, that is,
globalised narrative. It allows locating a particularistic grievance within
an overarching narrative of a Western conspiracy to undermine Islam.
Conveniently, what it means to wage jihad, who can be targeted, and what
social and political aims jihad is waged for, is ambiguously vague—even
the repulsion of invaders is itself but one interpretation relying heavily on
adapted ideas of nationalism and territoriality. Although jihad cannot be
viewed as a myth, it works strongly to motivate and in the right context
to unify a violent effort against another group. Tightly coupled with the
‘fierce fighter’ myth in Afghanistan, jihad serves an explanatory function
and moves resistance close to the divine. That this strengthens the myth
is revealed by Afghan reference to martyrs, even reiterating the liberating
function of the mujaheddin in the Bonn Agreement of 2001—despite
ample information that the mujaheddin had a significant share in devastat-
ing the country in the 1990s.
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THE MYTH OF AFGHANISTAN AS ‘SAFE HAVEN’
FOR TERRORISTS

Myths are supported by compatible myths, which epistemologically sup-
port the structure and content of mythical truth. These are not hierar-
chical but rather increase credibility through similarity and familiarity in
tropes. Mutually interlinked myths form a network of powerful narratives
which need not be questioned but acquire the status of assured truths. In
order to disentangle the aspects, which co-function to establish and stabi-
lise myths, as well as the results and consequences of such ‘collaborative’
myths, I now turn to the main justifications for the Western campaign
against the Taliban after 2001.

While in the process of the intervention, a parallel discourse about human
and especially women’s rights combined with a pervasive development argu-
ment emerged, the whole campaign hinges on the security argument. Despite
disappointing results in statebuilding (Bliesemann de Guevara and Kihn
2010), which might have suggested speedy abandonment of the Afghan
mission, the imminent return to terrorist camps and Taliban expansion of'its
Islamist ‘sharia’ state continues dominating the international imaginary. The
security argument haunts Western experts as a Ghani government unsup-
ported by Western military and trainers is imagined. If there is no Western
presence, the argument goes, terrorists and al-Qaida will immediately return
and start another campaign against the ‘West’ (Kithn 2013). This argument
misses several points: first and foremost is the schism between Shia and Sunni
groups, which feeds much of the violence and has led to religiously motivated
violence in many countries, and to an extreme extent in Pakistan (Ispahani
2013). Secondly, before 2001, Taliban and al-Qaeda did not cooperate to
take over the world with a Muslim caliphate. Although the Taliban, when
in power, used the language of old power structures (‘Emirate’), Taliban
thinking was exclusively focussed on Afghanistan and the continuing social
crisis provoked by mujaheddin fighting. Al-Qaida’s ideology thus provoked
tensions between Bin Laden and Taliban leaders.

First, the ideational backgrounds of proponents of global jihad (gen-
erally known as Salafi school), on the one side, and the vast majority of
Afghans, on the other (Hanafi, more precisely Deobandi school), pro-
vide different outlooks on political affairs. Major differences in their per-
spectives on secular rule exist(ed), regional differences notwithstanding
(see Giustozzi 2009, 294). For the Afghans, a worldly ruler such as the
Afghan King was perfectly fine, as long as he ruled in accordance with
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their interpretation of Islam. Islam in the Pashtun interpretation, however,
enshrined the sovereignty of local communities; that is, state legitimacy
was guaranteed as long as no competition between local and state norms
arose (Steul 1981, 236; Kiithn 2012, 27).

If rulers acted against this principle, the #/ema, or Muslim clergy, would
cry out in their sermons and mobilize against following the ruler. Most
notably, King Amanullah lost the throne in 1929 because Afghan notables
were unwilling to accept the modernising influence the ‘young turks’ had
on him. His visit to Berlin two years earlier, where his wife was photo-
graphed without a veil, led to crumpling support, revolts, and his eventual
unseating from the throne. Such local power relations were of minor to
no interest to al-Qaida in their rather abstract, globalist orientation. They
disregarded practical questions of rule, putting all hopes on the eventual
emergence of the umma, which as a divine order would be acknowledged
by all true believers without questioning or power struggles.

Second, illustrating the Taliban/al-Qaida differences: Afghan national-
ism played a huge role in the jihad against the Soviets. ‘Afghan Arabs’,
fighters from Arab countries, were never fully accepted in the mujaheddin
ranks (Barfield 2010, 275; Rashid 2010). That Mullah Omar sheltered Bin
Laden in Afghanistan after 2001 was read as a solid alliance, but is a result
of Pashtun obligations to hospitality as well as old comradeship—not nec-
essarily political allegiance or ideological coherence. That Bin Laden had
helped the mujaheddin, part of whom would later become Taliban, made
it impossible to one-sidedly break with him. According to nanawati, the
hospitality rules enshrined in the Pashtunwali codex, a weak person ask-
ing for shelter may under no circumstances be turned away (Steul 1981,
143-7). Doubtlessly, in 2001 Bin Laden was weak and in search of protec-
tion in the face of US demands at extradition. However, what Bin Laden
was accused of was nothing the Taliban wanted to have anything to do
with or had in mind supporting.

After 1991, about a quarter million soldiers were deployed to Saudi-
Arabia after Saddam Hussein’s annexation of Kuwait. Protesting this,
Osama Bin Laden had to leave Saudi-Arabia. During the unfolding odys-
sey from Afghanistan to Saudi-Arabia and Yemen, to Pakistan and back,
then to Sudan and finally, after 1996 back to Afghanistan, Bin Laden’s
aims turned increasingly global. The Taliban cautioned against such a shift
and reportedly (Rashid 2010, 216-20) tried to convince him not to attract
too much attention to Afghanistan; increased pressure against harbouring
al-Qaida as a result of Bin Laden’s aggressive statements was detrimental



AFGHANISTAN AND THE ‘GRAVEYARD OF EMPIRES’... 163

to Taliban efforts to establish better relations with the West. They sought
to counter Northern Alliance leader Ahmad Shah Massoud’s ties with the
West, which helped legitimise the still officially ruling ‘Rabbani’ govern-
ment, and portray themselves as a legitimate executive government. The
global aims of al-Qaida and the local or national perspective of the Taliban,
primarily concerned with restoring order according to their interpretation
of Islam and against the marauding mujaheddin, did not converge.

The ‘safe haven’ myth, assessed critically and scrutinised for different
periods, worked well, constructing Taliban and al-Qaida as one of a kind,
even a political entity. For the period of Taliban rule and Bin Laden find-
ing shelter in Afghanistan, relations were strained for political reasons,
especially clashing ideologies of a global perspective for al-Qaida, and a
rigorously Afghan, if not Pashtun one for the Taliban. That they tried
to restore Pashtun rule in Afghanistan followed a widely shared senti-
ment that Pashtuns were the ethnic group ‘naturally’ inclined to provide
a national Afghan leader. This converges with distrust against the central
state, which ought not to interfere with individual (male) independence.
Hence, from a Pashtun perspective, the state often served to rule over
other ethnic groups, while at a maximum being allowed to bargain for tem-
porarily limited coalitions with Pashtun tribes. The convergence between
Pashtun tribes and Taliban ideology, however, always remained ambig-
uous, as Deobandi ideas, propagated by the Taliban, oppose tribalism.
Consequently, Taliban fighters have frequently killed tribal elders in order
to impose their version of social order.

The “safe haven’ myth rests on a portrait of Afghanistan as an inherently
dangerous place, where violent factions collaborate to create a powerful
alliance uniformly opposed to the West. The dangerousness of Afghanistan
can be found in the “fierce fighters’ myth aligned with myths of the non-
state and collaborating nature of the Taliban and al-Qaida as globalised
jihadists. Connecting imaginations and assumptions about Afghan cultural
and social characteristics, these myths provide the background knowledge
for the intervention (see Rashid 2008). That these myths were recounted
at different times in the campaign illustrates the purposes they serve. As
Blumenberg has noted, myths explain how, not why things happened—
and this is what they explain for Afghanistan. From the dangers assumed
to be emanating from Afghanistan—not least for the intervention, which
is entering the ‘graveyard of empires’—derives an obligation to stabilise an
Afghan polity in order to establish a proxy ordering leviathan to protect
‘the international community’ (Bliesemann de Guevara and Kiithn 2011).
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MyTH ABOUT A ‘DEMOCRATIC AFGHANISTAN STATE’

In the West, the image of Afghanistan is largely one of ‘traditionally’ weak
structures that have been destroyed by 30 years of war, along with most
of society’s structures. The Taliban with their anti-statist stance under-
scored this picture. They scrapped everything states usually do, closed
schools, destroyed museums, and refused to decide on laws. Theirs was
an ideology claiming that all law required already existed in the form of
sharin. Western social engineering started, based on an understanding
of a Western, idealised Weberian state of rational bureaucracy to replace
these structures (Kithn 2012, 27; 2013, 70-1). Many of the structures in
place, such as authority of elders, maliks, or khans,® or the complex tribal
structures (mainly in the south and east) have been severely transformed
by the war. Mujaheddin commanders and mullahs,’ seizing opportunities
provided by militarisation and Islamisation, had tried to appropriate such
authoritative positions, often by force. Traditional structures lost influ-
ence, but hardly disappeared.

More importantly, while democracy is a cherished concept for Afghans,
the idea of a competitive democracy ran counter to the politics of hon-
our and face-saving. The presidential elections of 2014 are a case in
point, where widespread fraud notwithstanding a double-leadership was
introduced to allow the election loser Abdullah to become member of
the government. The post of Chief Executive Officer, unknown to the
Afghan constitution, was created to resolve the standoft between the two
remaining candidates after the rigged 2014 elections. Similar leverage
was hardly available in local and provincial elections, leaving opposition
candidates often unable to arrange for power-sharing or post-splitting
arrangements. So openly appearing as a loser caused many tensions, bit-
ter accusations, and kinship-based loyalties hardening between followers,
while cooperative arrangements were preferred and informally practiced
(Brick Murtazashvili 2014).

In the Afghan understanding, losing face undermines one’s standing
as it questions the ability to defend one’s interest. Being seen as weak
becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy, as others will act towards a losing
person accordingly. Not losing hence becomes an undeniable impera-
tive. Otherwise, weakness is projected onto a family, which analogously
appears as weak. Appearing weak, in turn, provides for existential dangers
to individual leadership from inside the family, as someone, sometimes a
brother or cousin, may feel forced to reinstate a powerful family’s fame
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by replacing the weak leader. Outsiders may also take advantage of such
opportunity; sometimes seizing women, property, and influence from a
weak leader was practiced. In its simplification of social relations, there is
significant similarity between realist thinking in International Relations
and this culturally formed model of inter-familial politics in the absence of
a hierarchically ordering state.

Electoral systems where the loser gets no share of the power, to return and
try again four or five years later, let alone a winner-takes-all presidential system
seem unsuitable for a society working along these rules. Juan Linz (1990)
has warned that presidential systems in polarised and fragmented societies—
which Afghan society undisputedly is—may not work to bridge the gaps but
deepen them. Such a system institutionalises the loss of face and automati-
cally provokes dissent and dissatisfaction, and resistance. Moreover, it seeks
to unhinge the ontological position that society allows for smaller groups—
families, tribes, ethnoi—to take: freely arranged social relations devoid of hier-
archical, and thus imposed, order by a higher authority. Disputed statechood
in Afghanistan, hence, is about much more than the question of whether a
party or leader proposes the right political programme. Questioning political
authority, similarly, reaches a lot further than merely asking which questions
the state ought to address; it asks instead if the state ought to be implied in
social relations at all. Preserving personal autonomy means keeping the state
at bay, not accepting its claim to universal superiority, organising social rela-
tions, and expanding influence over society (Jung 2001).

The myth of the Afghan state involves double meanings about the hier-
archical nature of the state. Designing a new state after 2001, interna-
tional actors pleaded for a highly centralised state that should become a
focal point for power; over time, it was intended to develop the credibility
and stamina to counter the multiple challenges coming from the fringes
(certainly not limited to the Taliban). This was a departure from Afghan
statehood, where state and rulers were hardly accepted in a way in which
European kings of the Absolutist era were, who managed—at least in prin-
ciple—to keep rivals at bay and to monopolise violence until the state’s
particular way became accepted as universally ‘true’ (Bourdieu 1998, 84).
The multiple different modes of settling disputes, punishing delinquents,
and so on in the Afghan case give ample evidence that this unitary under-
standing of state rule hardly ever existed in Afghanistan. Highly particu-
laristic relations between head and parts of the state existed in the stead
of hierarchical relations to nominally equal citizens. Generally, the state in
Afghanistan is not simply rejected but its reach is neatly determined and
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periodically renegotiated. This can be explained by the historic genealogy
of Afghanistan as a buffer state between the British and Czarist empires.

State formation was top down, by kings who even borrowed their title
of king (transforming the meaning of emir or khan) from the European
idols. With Western penetration of global social relations, the state form
became a necessity of the system. So ‘Afghans’ accepted a king as a neces-
sary hinge function between their plural social formations and the out-
side world, but hardly as someone ruling over them. Over time, the reach
of central rule was ever disputed and sometimes fiercely fought over.
However, due to the political economy of Afghanistan as a rentier state
dependent on foreign funding, the relation was one of give-and-take, of
particular relations, negotiated between equals, and highly personalised.
When a king died, the successor did not only have to keep 15 cousins at
bay but also had to renegotiate agreements with strongmen influential in
the provinces. The local men would know how to evaluate the weakness
or strength of the successor, and terms of agreements would be renegoti-
ated accordingly, usually in favour of the locals, in exchange for support.

In other words, the state was and is a necessity dictated by the inter-
national system and is negotiated between different, and shifting, power
centres. No one, however, actually questioned the state in Afghan his-
tory—apart from a more recent pan-Pashtun movement which would
rather merge Pakistan’s parts of Pashtunistan with Afghanistan than secede
from Afghanistan. Generally, no demand for restructuring of the state’s
borders or secession was seriously voiced—which ought not be confused
with acceptance of a state as a mode of organising society.

CONCLUSION

Understanding these different, but for the Afghanistan campaign of the
West, guiding myths allows explaining at least partly the course of the
intervention since 2001 and why resistance in Afghanistan against the
Western-model state has been so pronounced and sustained. Expanding on
Blumenberg’s ideas on myths, this chapter has directed attention towards
basic truths, coined as myth, shaping policymakers’, military’s, and sup-
porting publics’ assertions, which in turn influence the way aspects of poli-
tics are selected and evaluated. Blumenberg makes the case of detaching
myth from explanations of creation but understands them to reproduce
basic ideas in a certain form appealing to an audience. Their sustainability
is guaranteed by oral (that is, narrative) tradition.
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The analysis of myths, understood not as false beliefs but as episte-
mological software structuring action, analysis, and consequently subjec-
tivities, promises a better understanding of the logics of action of players
in contexts like Afghanistan. Logic, in this way, is not to be understood
as a rational evaluation of costs and benefit but a weighing of selected
arguments—the selection, of course, sometimes deeply influenced by
the underlying myths. What is selected in each concrete case, in the nar-
rated form or representing Afghanistan in a given context (military brief-
ings/debriefings, staft meetings, strategy planning, and so on), is already
an expression of myths at work. The relative durability of myths about
Afghan’s fighting mode, Afghanistan’s role as safe haven, or Afghan state-
society relations supports naturalising these qualities as beyond time and
context. The work of myth can be observed in the arguments of propo-
nents and critics of the intervention alike, for example, when the latter
make the case for knowing the history of Afghanistan better as a precondi-
tion for successful statebuilding. Indeed, confusing myth and history is the
default mode of under-complex analogy.

Enlightenment’s critique of myth as irrational is replicated in describ-
ing Afghans as following mythical (hence necessarily untrue) beliefs. It is
part of the work of myth itself to seamlessly incorporate both rationalist
arguments denouncing irrational political behaviour and their function of
stabilising the productivity of the guiding myth itself. In addition to the
‘work of logic” which myth is, myth contributes to trusting the order of
things—even if the order of things is undesirable. As myth is not a logi-
cal other to science and knowledge but its supportive twin, several myths
revolving around a particular subject of narration support each other. It is
in this sense that we can draw lines from Afghan history to terrorism and
contemporary statechood, which are all part and parcel of the particular
myths of Afghanistan, of which only a small part could be presented here.

In forcing us to analyse myth as productive and guiding for knowledge
production in International Relations, a Blumenberg-infused study of
myth is reflexive and tells us as much about ourselves as about the object
of study. Myths, vivisected in their mutually enforcing, underpinning, and
productive impact, can helps explain perspectives on a subject. Such an
analysis also helps analysing the narrative construction and intellectual
grounding of politics. In Afghanistan, as anywhere, narratives and counter-
narratives compete constantly to define the spaces of the say-able and the
do-able, thereby carving out the essence of the myths. Just as Blumenberg
describes it for classical myths, these were later enshrined in scripted
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form and thus frozen. Similarly, questioning the myths of Afghanistan as
described here would mean challenging foundational knowledge. Putting
taboos on topics and possible action is the exclusionary flip side function
of myth. In withholding some topics from public scrutiny, myths are pow-
erful to pre-shape evaluations of political possibilities and potential ways of
addressing a situation. In this way, the study of myths allows the shedding
of light on other aspects than classic International Relations would have
envisioned—well beyond Afghanistan.

Acknowledgements My most sincere gratitude for support and helpful discus-
sions on this chapter goes to Berit Bliesemann de Guevara. Also, I am grateful to
the Norman Paterson School of International Relations, namely Steve Saideman,
for the invitation to present parts of this research at Carleton University in Ottawa
in March 2014, where Jean Daudelin and David Mendeloff provided useful
insights. This trip was kindly supported by a networking grant from the German
Academic Exchange Service DAAD. Michael Daxner’s ideas are, as usual, a great
inspiration. Rhea Holzer, Tina Rosner, Christoph Meyn, and Jesper Nielsen sup-
ported the research at various stages. Valuable points for thinking through myth
emanated from discussions at a panel jointly organised with Berit Bliesemann de
Guevara at the ISA’s Annual Convention 2013 in San Francisco. All error and
flaws in the argument remain, of course, my own.

NOTES

1. The ‘absolutism of actuality’ is remarkably present in development policy
papers. They often acknowledge the failures of the past while being unable
to put forward convincing concepts departing from the ‘old ways’; thus, the
hidden dynamics that turn the most benevolent of actions into their con-
trary remain at work (Pospisil and Kithn 2016). The absolutism of the actual
case, or project, leaves no space for conceptual divergence.

2. For the foundational contradiction of Christian philosophy, which is funda-
mentally opposed to the episodic character of metamorphoses prominently
employed in (Greek) mythology, see Blumenberg (2006, 196-203).

3. See, however, Bliesemann de Guevara’s (2012, 2016) work on politicians
visiting intervention theatres to ‘see for themselves’ and the subsequent
claims to credibility in political discourse; Bliesemann de Guevara’s notion
of such visits being staged resounds military parlance for a mission environ-
ment as ‘theatre’.

4. This is a result of Christian dogma being claimed as divine truths; the
Christian God, revealing truth for the purpose of guidance, takes a different
position than the mythical gods, which are particularistic, deficient, and
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unreliable. Dogma in its genealogical sense is a canon for the exclusion of
heresy (Blumenberg 2006, 249).

5. Transl. and emphasis F.K. (“Die Grenzlinie zwischen Mythos und Logos ist
imaginir und macht es nicht zur erledigten Sache, nach dem Logos des
Mythos im Abarbeiten des Absolutismus der Wirklichkeit zu fragen. Der
Mythos selbst ist ein Stiick hochkaritiger Arbeit des Logos.”).

6. Theodor Fontane’s (2002 [1858]) ballad ‘Das Trauerspiel von Afghanistan’
[The Tragedy of Afghanistan] certainly did that for German-speaking
Europe. It is disputable if his political impetus was to undermine the British
Empire’s claim to power by showing that it can actually be defeated. It
seems more plausible that, as correspondent in London for some years and
writing 15 years after the fact, Fontane intended to demonstrate the national
trauma the defeat still meant to the British public and, especially, its military
clite.

7. Personal conversation, former ISAF Intelligence Officer, Kabul, March
2014.

8. Both are titles derived from leader or ‘king’, but do not have specific mean-
ing beyond denominating someone with a particularly influential role in
(local) society.

9. Mullahs are members of the rural clergy, often illiterate but able to recite
parts of the scriptures; their traditional roles of mediation and social pasto-
ralism did not ascribe them particularly influential positions in society.
Deliberate targeting in Soviet times, but also by the grown influence of
military strongmen in the course of the wars, even diminished their social
position. Conversely, where men were away to fight, or when radicalized
Islamism took root, their teachings became more influential.
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CHAPTER 9

Mutually Implicated Myths: The Democratic
Control of the Armed Forces and Militarism

Kathavine M. Millar

Clausewitz’s aphorism—War is a continuation of politics by other
means’—may be read as a policy prescription identifying the appropri-
ate relationship between state authorities and institutions of violence. The
construction of war as a form of policy, subject, as any other, to the will of
the political authorities, presents an instrumental understanding of the use
of force that represents and informs a long intellectual tradition extolling
the benefits of the political /civilian control of the military. The transi-
tion from generally civilian to specifically democratic control of the armed
forces has been halting, however, as ‘historically, the two have been nei-
ther inseparable nor interdependent’ (Szemerkényi 1996, 3). Militaries
retained a great deal of institutional power and political influence across
Europe well into the twentieth century, while elsewhere newly indepen-
dent revolutionary and/or authoritarian regimes in the Global South
frequently fused political and military authority as, to an extent, did the
communist states of the Cold War.

Currently, major organisations actively promote the democratic con-
trol of the armed forces, often referred to as ‘DCAF’ or, as is increasingly
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common, ‘security sector reform’, as an explicit policy aim in the context
of new and transitional states. As DCAF typically employs the exhorta-
tive language of transparency, accountability, morality, and, often, peace,
rather than formal argumentation, this chapter suggests that DCAF may
be understood as a particularly powerful, even ‘meta’, international policy
myth. Placing the policy of DCAF in the context of Dvora Yanow’s under-
standing of the characteristics and functions of policy myths, and utilising
the Foucauldian concepts of discipline and normalisation to elaborate this
understanding further, the chapter argues that not only is the popular
understanding of the purportedly pacific nature of DCAF a potent poi-
icy myth; it itself is subtly dependent upon a secondary, academic myth,
namely militarism. The chapter maps and unpacks the implication of poli-
cymakers and, primarily, academics in the construction and reification of
these mutually reinforcing myths.

Overall, it is argued that the discourse of militarism identifies the valori-
sation of, and participation in, violence by democratic societies as ‘deviant’
exceptions to the generally constraining, rational tendencies of DCAF,
thus normalising the quotidian reliance of democracies upon the (poten-
tial for) political violence.

DCAF as INTERNATIONAL PoLicy

The contemporary status of DCAF as a major policy goal of a range of
international organisations stems from the twin post—Cold War desires
of Western powers to (a) ensure European security following the break-
up of the Soviet Union; and (b) maintaining the trans-Atlantic NATO
alliance despite the demise of the Warsaw Pact (de Santis 1994, 61-81).
To this end, NATO created the 1994 ‘Partnership for Peace’ program,
intended to support the democratisation of aspiring NATO members
through a variety of measures (NATO 2012), including the promotion
of DCAF (Rose 1994, 13-19). Given its perceived utility in the pro-
motion of democracy and regional stability—and in the absence of an
ideologically acceptable alternative—DCAF became a preferred policy of
the ‘international community’ (see Kaczmarska, Chap. 11) promoted by
the United Nations, the Organization for Security and Co-operation in
Europe, the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development,
and the African Union, among others (OSCE 2005, DCAF 2013a, b;
UNGA 2008; OECD 2006). Perhaps the best expression of the growing
international consensus as to the importance of the promotion of DCAF
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policies is the creation of the Geneva Centre for the Democratic Control
of the Armed Forces in 2000 (DCAF 2013a, b), which works with virtu-
ally every major international organisation in the furtherance of DCAF. It
is supported by 61 member states, reflecting the extent to which DCAF
has become a common policy (goal) of the ‘international community’.

While a great deal of DCAF literature was developed in the 1960s and
1970s in relation to the ‘new’ post-colonial states in Africa and Latin
America, this chapter highlights the extent to which, following the decline
of the Soviet Union, it has become possible to promote the Western, lib-
eral policy of DCAF as that of the ‘international community’ as a whole.
In other words, while DCAF is not a recent development, its promulga-
tion as the commonsense consensus of a range of international institu-
tions is. Correspondingly, the iteration of DCAF of interest here is not its
context-specific meso- /micro-practice within a particular organisation but
rather its broader construction and dissemination as an overarching policy
goal throughout the ‘international community’.

At this general level, DCAF is articulated as a policy regarding the
formal structure of institutional arrangements, consisting of: (a) a clear
constitutional /legal division of authority between military and civilian
authorities; (b) the dependence of defence budgets and military deploy-
ment upon parliamentary approval; (c¢) the cultivation of military profes-
sionalism; and (d) building the capacity and expertise of civilian ministries
of defence [Simon quoted in Szemerkényi (1996, 67)]. In many instances,
such structural arrangements are supplemented by a parallel emphasis
on the role of civil society in maintaining DCAF, through a removal of
military-related media censorship, consultation with non-governmental
‘watchdog’ organisations, and the formation of military labour unions
(Encutescu 2002, 87-94).

The overall policy goal of DCAF is to address both the ‘functional
imperative stemming from the threats to the society’s security and [the]
societal imperative arising from the social forces, ideologies and institu-
tions dominant within society’ (Volten 2002, 315-16; Huntington 1972,
2). DCAF thus may be understood as reflecting the division of the modern
(liberal) world into separate ‘spheres’ of social activity—generally under-
stood as public and private, but, in this case, comprising the state, the mili-
tary, and society, or the ‘Clausewitzian trinity’ (von Clausewitz 1989, 89).
The goal of isolating the military from the ‘public’ life of politics repre-
sents a normative commitment to ‘detaching and freeing the other sectors
from the use of force, and so eventually reducing and marginalizing the
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military sector itself” (Buzan 1997, 23). Despite its technical emphasis on
structural and institutional reform, DCAF is very much aimed at ‘contain-
ing’ the military/violence in order to promote peace and ‘protect’ democ-
racy—a project embedded in the broader Western cultural and ideological
heritage of liberalism.

DCAF as Poricy MyrH

DCAF may be understood as a particularly potent policy myth, or ‘narra-
tive created and believed by a group of people that diverts attention away
from a puzzling part of their reality’ (Yanow 1992, 401). Drawing on
Dvora Yanow’s understanding of the four elements of myth as narration,
social construction and context, belief, and incommensurability (Yanow
1992, 401), this section examines the cultural foundation and social func-
tion of DCAF beyond its superficial, technical manifestation as interna-
tional policy. The most salient characteristic of DCAF as a policy myth is its
social construction within the context of a particular time and place—the
West in the immediate aftermath of the post—Cold War era. The perceived
‘victory’ of liberal democracy following the fall of the Soviet Union ush-
ered in an era of ‘liberal triumphalism’, wherein politicians, policymakers,
and, to an extent, academics, attributed to ‘liberal democracies’ an inher-
ent peacefulness in their mutual interactions, a greater ‘moral reliability’
in their international relations, and an unmatched record in the protection
of citizens’ rights (Reus-Smit 2005, 75). DCAF is both firmly embedded
within (and a purposive extension of) broader Western cultural and ideo-
logical liberalism. Its explicit commitment to universal civil and political
rights, the rule of law, democracy, rationality, and, ostensibly, non-violent
conflict resolution (Howard 1989, 11, 137) thus provides DCAF with
a universalised normative foundation while obscuring the value conflict
inherent to its assumptions.

Liberalism ‘regards war as an unnecessary aberration from normal
international intercourse and believes that in a rational, orderly world wars
would not exist: that they can be abolished’ (Howard 1989, 137). It is this
belief, and the impulse to act upon it—the ‘liberal conscience’ (Howard
1989, 11)—that informs the narrative aspect of DCAF as meta-policy. The
liberal understanding of history as progressive, moving towards the con-
stant improvement of the human condition through the universalisation
of liberal values, situates DCAF firmly within a long, imagined, and teleo-
logical historical trajectory moving away from the rule of kings towards
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the ultimate quelling of violence through the will of the people. More
concretely, DCAF may be understood as a specific manifestation of lib-
eral democratic peace theory, which holds that due to popular sovereignty
and human rationality, liberal democracies are the most pacific collectivity
(Doyle 1983). The promotion of DCAF, therefore, furthers the ongoing
liberal project of world peace through the transformation of otherwise
threatening societies into conformity with the liberal norm. While demo-
cratic peace theory does engage in logical argumentation, which is not in
and of itself ‘myth-like’, both it and DCAF (re)produce the liberal meta-
narrative of progress. As this secular faith ‘transcends a specific historical
time’ (Skonieczny 2001, 439) and, in its broadest form, is largely ‘immune
to factual attack’ [ Cutherbertson quoted in Yanow (1992,401)], DCAF is
imbued with the implicit narrative qualities of a potent policy myth.

That the utility of DCAF as a means of protecting rights and reduc-
ing violence meets Yanow’s third criterion of myth—belief—hardly bears
stating. While Fukuyama’s ‘end of history’ may not have come to pass,
it is difficult to imagine a policymaker intelligibly arguing for any other
approach to the management of the armed forces. This explicit promotion
of DCAF by the ‘international community’, however, points to a contra-
diction between the domestic understanding of DCAF—as containing the
violent capacities of the military in order to safeguard external defence
and internal liberty (Akkoyunlo 2007, 7)—and its apparent utility for the
‘international community’ as a means of preventing conflict.

The contrast between DCAF as a policy of individual states and as a
policy goal of the ‘international community’ highlights the final aspect of
Yanow’s myth—‘incommensurable values—two or more equally valued
but incompatible principles embodied within a single policy issue’ (Yanow
1992, 402). These incommensurable values are democracy and security.
Despite the denial of violence in the daily life of liberal democracy, the
possibility of such a society, which depoliticises violence, relied upon
force for its inception, and continues to depend upon at least the poten-
tial for future violence for its maintenance (Jabri 2006, 55). As Adam
Smith observed, the ‘invention of firearms, an invention which at first
sight appears to be so pernicious, is certainly favourable, both to the per-
manency and to the extension of civilization’ [quoted in Bowden (2009,
45)]. DCAF’s attribution of violent activities of the state to the excesses of
the military is something of a sleight of hand, obscuring the fact that while
the military might be tamed by politics, ‘politics’ might yet find functional
value in the use of force.
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The active promotion of DCAF by the ‘international community’,
however, belies the limits of its pacific nature, as it contains an implicit
acknowledgement that non-liberal democratic states are potential enemies.
After all, the (liberal) state monopolisation of violence necessarily entails
its exercise against those whose liberal credentials are lacking or suspect
[van Kreieken quoted in Bowden (2009, 147)]. The proselytising impulse
inherent to the liberal historical narrative driving the West to help Others
become ‘like us’ is driven as much by a self-interested desire for survival,
and perception of difference as threat, as it is by an altruistic attempt to
raise all peoples to a universal standard of civilisation. Accession to DCAF
thus becomes the logical means of insulating a particular state from the
force of the liberal West. While liberalism may be couched in the language
of universalism and progress, it has a profoundly exclusivist logic, differen-
tiating amongst the enlightened and political, and the retrograde, violent
Others, so as to rationalise (and facilitate) the use of force against them.

Despite what might be understood as the ‘defence’ exception, there-
fore, the myth of DCAF-as-taming military/violence, on its own, is not
capable of completely reconciling this tension between the pacific liberal
self-understanding with the war-making activities of democracies. There
are many examples of democratic states—in full control of their armed
forces—undertaking aggressive foreign policy, from the promotion of
democracy-by-force by the USA in Iraq to the eagerness with which the
French and British greeted World War I (Doyle 1983). While DCAF’s
normative narrative allows it to justify the coexistence of a defensive mili-
tary with a democratic society, the myth struggles to account for instances
in which democracies demonstrate the aggressive use of military force
paired with an apparent societal approval of (or eagerness for) war. For
this, DCAF relies upon a second myth, premised upon the same norma-
tive convictions and structural understanding of military-state-society rela-
tions: militarism.

MyTH AND NORMALISATION

Drawing on the Foucauldian concepts of productive power and normalisa-
tion, this chapter argues that in order to account for the powerful regulative
effects of myth, rather than relying upon the vague notion of ‘belief’, it may
be more useful to understand myths as involved in the construction of ‘truth’.
Foucauldian theory understands ‘truth’ to be the product of a particular
notion of power, which is diffuse, decentralised, and ‘productive of meanings,
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subject identities, their interrelationships, and a range of imaginable con-
duct’ (Doty 1996, 229). It is ‘implicated in all knowledge systems’, to the
extent that ‘we are subjected to the production of truth through power
and we cannot exercise power except through the production of truth’
(Foucault 1980, 93). DCAF benefits from a host of epistemological com-
mitments bound up with liberal modernity, particularly the purportedly
objective character of social science, attendant fact-value distinction, and
instrumental nature of policy. This constitution of truth makes it possible
to present DCAF as a neutral policy that, while normatively-informed, is
not a normative value itself but the means to an end.

Yanow’s (1992, 415) statement that myth is ‘presented as a matter of
fact’ may be read as the expression of a complex process wherein DCAF,
rather than being understood as a powerful, political manifestation of
the broader discourse of liberal modernity, is, instead, considered objec-
tively true in its instrumental utility and effectiveness. The construction
of DCAF as a social fact thus obscures its historic contingency, facilitating
its universalistic claims to constituting not only the best but the sole suc-
cesstul policy of ‘controlling’ the military. Myths, therefore, are not simply
‘believed’ but believed in a particular way that elides their own implication
in relations of power and instead constitutes them not only as ‘true’, but
as natural. Crucially, however, most myths cannot, in their discrete form,
completely support this process. While myths are generally effective in
mediating the ‘incommensurate values’ inherent to policy, discrepancies,
such as the aforementioned eagerness of much of British society for war in
1914, do occur. Such incidents have the potential to imperil the authority
of policy myths. Maintenance of a myth’s ‘truth’, therefore, relies on the
ability to convincingly account for—or normalise—the many situations in
which it is not successful as an effective mediator between ‘incommensu-
rate values’.

DCAF’s ‘success’ is subtly dependent upon what may be understood as
a secondary, myth—militarism. The argument follows, analogically, from
Foucault’s understanding of depoliticisation and normalisation in the
penal system (Edkins 1999, 51; Foucault 1995). According to Foucault,
prisons produce a subject (the criminal), a system of knowledge (criminol-
ogy), and an institutional means of addressing the ‘problem’ (prisons)
(Edkins 1999, 12). Through the process of criminalisation, and the cor-
respondent normalisation of ‘crime’ as an expected aspect of sociality, the
‘political force of certain acts’ related to such practices is neutralised. As
such, ‘the failure of prisons in their (apparent) aim of rehabilitation is in
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actuality a success’, in so far as they reaffirm the inevitability and ‘natural-
ness’ of crime (Edkins 1999, 12). In this reading, the concept of milita-
rism supports DCAF (as practically effective and normatively valid) by
constructing the occasional outbursts of aggression as normal, rather than
a sign of systemic flaw.

MILITARISM AS MYTH

Conventional historical accounts of militarism attribute its origins to
Prussia, which is often considered militaristic virtually from its incep-
tion, characterised by highly nationalistic public education, universal
conscription, and the isolation of the military elites from broader soci-
ety (Posen 1993, 80-124). Following the success of the Prussian mili-
tary in the Franco-Prussian War, so the narrative goes, other European
states strove to emulate the Prussian system, bringing the social eleva-
tion of the military (McNeill 1984, 253-5), mass experience of military
service, and bureaucratisation of military organisation to bear across the
continent. Though, due to differing empirical manifestations of the same
general process across Europe, there is a tendency to portray militarism
as synonymous with ‘Prussianism’, rather than a broader social phenom-
enon (Summers 1976, 105), considerable consensus exists as to its role in
promoting aggressive foreign policy (Bond 1998; Howard 2002; Miller
1997; Vagts 1959).

There are two significant elements to this account of the origins of
militarism. In terms of narrative, it functions less as a ‘policy” myth than
a myth in the classical sense, containing ‘heroes or villains, and discern-
ible plot lines’ (Yanow 1992, 401). Militarism, or the pan-societal satura-
tion of military values or glorification of war, is attributed to early Prussia
which, given the presentist knowledge of the outbreak of WWI, is cast as a
villain. The ‘spread’ of ‘Prussianism’ across Europe approximates a typical
“fall from grace’ myth, as societies are presented as implicitly ‘corrupted’
by the institutional and normative pathologies that accompany militarism.
As with policy myths, this construction of militarism, though it has an
understanding of causality, does not engage as much in the language of
logic or argumentation as it does in the assertive language of description,
a structure not unlike narrative.

This highlights the second ‘mythic’ function of the academic milita-
rism literature—its implication in the construction of militarism as a ‘real’
phenomenon. The majority of work on the origins of militarism is, unsur-
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prisingly, performed by historians (e.g. Berghahn 1984; Howard 1989,
2002, 2009; Vagts 1959). According to academic convention—an impor-
tant regime of power/knowledge production—historians are considered
to work inductively from empirical evidence to reach factually accurate
classifications, thus benefitting from cultural epistemological assumptions
as to what ‘counts’ as knowledge and how it should be acquired; the con-
clusions drawn by historians (and social scientists) are commonly regarded
as ‘truth’ (Milliken 1999, 236-7). In purporting to ‘describe’ or ‘study’
militarism, therefore, the academic community also participates in creat-
g it.

In doing so, the academic literature not only constructs militarism as
a historic ‘truth’, but also as a form of social pathology. For instance,
much of the literature is devoted to identifying the specific origins and
nature of militarism. One group of scholars, such as McNeill (1984) and
Posen (1993) considers militarism to derive from an array of institutional
arrangements which enabled military ‘cliques’ to make policy decisions
independent of political authorities and the ‘nation in arms’ policies of
military organisation and mass recruitment (Bond 1998, 58, 65). Another
school, in contrast, considers militarism to be a social and political phenom-
enon, characterised by a ‘vast array of customs, interests, prestige, actors,
and thought associated with armies and wars and yet transcending true
military purposes’ (Vagts 1959, 13). This school highlights ‘ideational’
factors—such as the ability of democracy to create personal identification
between ‘the people’ and the state (Howard 2009, 110-12)—as signifi-
cant to militarism’s development.

The impression left by both schools is one of diagnosis. Due to the
association of militarism with the outbreak of WWI, scholarly interest
in its historical origins and various manifestations stems from a desire to
understand ‘what went wrong’—thus reifying an absence of conflict as
normal. As such, despite its mythic narrative, the specifics of militarism
are understood in a highly evaluative way, through the lens of ostensibly
objective social scientific language of characteristics, causes, and effects.
Correspondingly, perhaps the greatest legacy of the historic militarism lit-
erature is the indelibly negative normative character of, if not the concept
itself, certainly any situation to which it is applied.!

Similar to the way in which the prison system—and its attendant aca-
demic discipline of criminology—are understood to (re)produce the social
category of ‘delinquency’ as a social pathology through a process of sci-
entific labelling, study, and evaluation (Foucault 1995, 276-7; Edkins
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1999, 50), the academic treatment of militarism presents it as a problem
to be solved. In doing so, the academic construction of militarism sug-
gests that it is ‘possible to supervise it’ and to channel the social pathology
into ‘forms of illegality [or violence] that are less dangerous: maintained
by pressures of control on the fringes of society’ (Foucault 1995, 278).
Identifying militarism as a transgressive social practice thus renders it ame-
nable to intervention and provides the impetus for isolation, mitigation,
and/or control. The academic ‘creation’ of militarism thus renders a com-
plex social phenomenon ‘knowable’ and, like crime, theoretically ame-
nable to eradication.

DCAF AND MILITARISM

The policy intervention(s) intended to forestall militarism both reflect and
inform the prescriptive logics and normative assumptions of DCAF. The
mainstream academic militarism literature may be divided into two broad
schools of thought roughly reflecting the institutional vs. sociological /
cultural diagnoses of pathology evident in the previous historical analysis,
which, despite their differing emphases, demonstrate striking similarity in
their ‘treatment’ of militarism.

As a means of framing the discussion, it should be clarified that it is not
the intention of this chapter to suggest that militarism scholarship either
purposively works in concert with DCAF or has been directly drafted into
service as a means of explicit justification /validation of liberalism’s occa-
sional violent lapses. Militarism, while important, is not the sole source
of DCAF’s policy authority, nor was it created as an active excuse for its
failures. The point made here is rather more subtle, and rests on demon-
strating the degree to which militarism scholarship—much of which was
consciously written against the violent tendencies and cultural valorisa-
tion of the military in liberal democracies—is, in essence, drawing from
the same ideological well and foundational assumptions as DCAF, thus
limiting the bounds of effective critique. What is at stake is not the way in
which particular academics or specific definitions of militarism construct
the relationship between violence and politics in liberal democracies, as
all presented here are necessarily archetypes, but rather the way in which
the creation of militarism as real (and pathological) inadvertently serves to
normalise the violence of liberal democracies, preserving the normative
validity and technical efficacy of DCAF.
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Institutions and Civil-Military Relations

The first such approach to the phenomenon of militarism, the civil-military
relations (CMR) school, is typified by a strict focus on the military zmsti-
tution. It emphasises ‘institutional and formal® factors in examining the
structural relationship between distinct civil, political, and military spheres
(Barak and Shefter 2010, 15). It is primarily framed by a central concern:
the separation of the military from other spheres of social life through the
delineation of an appropriate relationship between the military and the
civilian government. Virtually every scholar supports the ‘common-sense’
assertion, explicit to the DCAF policy literature, that the military ought
to be subject to the civilian government, and apolitical in nature. Political
neutrality is understood as the abstention from formal partisan politics or
seeking civilian governmental authority. When this arrangement fails, and
the military becomes involved in national politics, it is as a result of the
‘political institutional structure of society’, rather than a characteristic of
the military itself (Huntington 2006, 192—4). Other scholars argue that a
professional military ought to be educated so as to actively generate a deep
commitment not to neutrality per se, but ‘the rules of the [democratic]
political process’ (Janowitz 1977, 22, 78). CMR scholars agree, however,
that a professional military is crucial to avoiding institutionally generated
militarism, or a military regime (Janowitz 1977, 78).

With respect to DCAF, this portrayal of militarism illustrates two
important findings. The first is that, in its unambiguous diagnosis of mili-
tarism as the result of a structural /institutional pathology that enables the
military to participate in politics, this literature, akin to the prescriptive,
outcome-oriented nature of DCAF, and its persistent promotion by the
West as a means of coping with developing and transitional states, is clearly
‘problem-solving’ in nature. Not only does this reify militarism as a social
pathology but, due to the historical entanglement of such scholarship with
the development of policy towards the Cold War ‘Third World’, it mirrors
the normative tenets and policy assumptions of DCAF; the bodies of work
were co-produced. The presentation of the military by CMR scholars as
‘less a source of influence on society at large than a sphere which has been
profoundly circumscribed by the wider society’ (Shaw 1991, 74-5) (re)
produces DCAF’s cultural embeddedness in the modern liberal under-
standing of human sociality as divided into discrete realms of activity. By
presenting DCAF as the only logical solution to a dangerous social pathol-
ogy, the literature elevates the strict separation between civilian authori-
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ties, the military, and society to a normative imperative. As such, the social
scientific designation of DCAF as a bulwark against militarism furthers the
policy’s authority and bolsters its status as ‘common-sense’, naturalised
truth.

Perhaps more significant, however, is the second, subtler way in which
structural approaches to militarism legitimate DCAF. CMR scholars take
great pains to differentiate between what are considered to be normal,
acceptable activities of the military, such as defensively preparing for
war, and the development of militarism. In endorsing the foundational
assumptions of the normative validity and functional efficacy of an ide-
alised model of DCAF, the militarism literature implicitly naturalises the
‘regular’ use of force by the military. As argued by Foucault with respect
to crime, the penal system is concerned, despite its rhetoric, less with the
eradication of crime than with ‘handling illegalities...differentiat[ing]
them...and provid[ing] them with a general “economy”’ (Foucault 1995,
272). The labelling and policy ‘treatment’ of deviant social behaviour is
not about abolishing objectively ‘bad’ acts but about creating an implicit
ordering in which some acts are considered pathological while others are
not. The militarism literature constructs an ordering of violence wherein
militarism is carved out from the broader ambit of military-related force
as a ‘deviant’ case, thus rendering the state-authorised use of force norma-
tively unremarkable. Through this process of naturalisation, this particular
conception of militarism helps resolve a tension within DCAF between
the obvious use of force by liberal democracies, on the one hand, and
DCAF’s apparent ‘success’ in promoting peace, on the other hand. The
habitual use of force by democracies, when conducted in accordance with
legal oversight processes (and, therefore, is not militaristic), literally does
not count.

Critical Militavism Scholavship

The critical school of militarism scholarship, while still concerned with the
military as a socially embedded institution, emphasises primarily socio-
logical but also cultural, material, and ideological /ideational factors in its
analysis of the military as ‘a major arena for social exchanges’ (Barak and
Sheffer 2010, 19, fn3). Associated scholars focus on broad patterns of
social interaction, examining the military as a banal, pervasive, and every-
day influence upon liberal society. Correspondingly, critical militarism
scholars aim to problematise the taken-for-granted state of liberal affairs.?
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For the purposes of this discussion, this diverse work is parsed by the
degree to which the criticism challenges the normativity of liberalism. At
one end of the spectrum is a literature which employs ‘militarism” explic-
itly diagnostically, to suggest something is ‘oft” in the typical /desirable
ordering of liberal society. In contrast to the institutional anxiety exhib-
ited by CMR scholars, the normative concern of these narrowly critical
scholars lies in their perception of an excessive military influence upon
society. The many studies, polemics, and popular commentaries in this
category indicate an underlying anxiety that military values, symbols, or
attitudes are ‘leaking’ from their institutional container into a broader
society which, without militarism, would be fully democratic and liberal
(Bacevich 2005; Dixon 2012).

Though, like the CMR scholars, this work demonstrates a DCAF-
inflected desire to detach the military from politics, it is distinguished by
its understanding of politics as either (a) all activities taking place within
the public sphere; or (b) pervasive to broader social life, rather than simply
formal democratic processes. The military is not just to be institution-
ally constrained but also isolated from society. This is in keeping with the
recent iterations of DCAF, which hold that ‘demilitarization must tran-
scend the idea of the formal withdrawal of the military from the political
arena’ and emphasize a form of ‘deeper’ democracy, wherein civil society
and the media also oversee and moderate the military (Houngnikpo 2010,
26; Encutescu 2002, 87-94). Due to their common implication in liberal
modernity, therefore, both schools (re)produce, almost as a normative
imperative, the distinction between the ‘spheres’ of society inherent to
DCAE. Given this understanding of the appropriate structure of society,
DCAF is once again reified as the only logical ‘treatment’ for combating
incipient militarism.

The majority of critical militarism scholarship, however, works to prob-
lematize this ‘spherical’ conceptualization, suggesting that militarism is
not antithetical to the workings of liberalism (Stavrianakis and Selby 2012,
6). Examples of this perspective include analyses which, generally, consider
militarism to be diffuse throughout various cultural productions, such as
film and video games, which promote military values, masculinities, and
rationales as both normatively exemplar and geopolitically exigent (Stahl
2010, 48; see also O Tuathail 2005; Dalby 2008). From a more sociological
perspective, the many studies investigating specific institutional-cultural-
ideational configurations of militarism—militarism with adjectives—rang-
ing from British ‘nostalgia militarism’ (Shaw 1991, 118), to ‘militarized
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socialism’, (Mann 1987, 46) to even civilian-targeting ‘terror-militarism’
(Shaw 2005, 132) fall within this rubric. This school also encompasses the
many feminist investigations of the relationship between militarism and
patriarchy—a process of militarization deeply implicated in subject forma-
tion (Enloe 2004, 2007; Stavrianakis and Selby 2012, 14).

Despite this school’s explicitly critical engagement with liberalism, how-
ever—as well as its exposition of the arbitrariness of state violence—from
the meta-perspective of myth-making and truth production, it subtly repro-
duces the distinction between liberalism and militarism, and violence and
politics. Stavrianakis and Selby (2012, 5), for instance, construct militarism as
‘either a concept or object of analysis’, further affirming militarism as ‘real’.
Similarly, although scholars make the important move of recognizing that
militarism and liberalism may coexist, or that liberalism is prone to militarism
(Edgerton 1991; Wood 2007), this is not the same as suggesting that the vio-
lent phenomena associated with militarism are, in fact, necessary to liberalism.
This is illustrated by the literature’s frequent call for the ‘demilitarization’ of
certain aspects of social life, exemplified by Enloe’s (2007, 78-80) intrigu-
ing suggestion that it ought, hypothetically, to be possible to conceive of a
‘less militarized’ military. The notion that militarism may ‘wax and wane’,
or be ameliorated through ‘demilitarization’, suggests that as its severity/
intensity is subject to change, it ought, at least theoretically, be possible to
excise militarism from liberalism. Though the point is somewhat semantic, it
is non-trivial: liberalism might support, manifest, or even actively encourage
militarism, but it is not necessarsly militaristic, not necessarily violent.?

Overall, in contrast to CMR scholars who maintain the social pres-
tige of the military, the critical /sociological school, in its general concern
regarding the undue influence of the military over society, implicitly con-
structs association with the military as a normative ill. As a result, though
not exhibited in each piece by each associated scholar, in the aggregate,
the school tends to conceptually collapse violence more generally with the
military, implying that the ‘containment’ of violence to the military will
succeed in protecting democracy and pacific civil life. This has the effect
of suggesting that in the absence of contamination by ‘military values’,
liberal society would be, for the narrowly critical scholars, generally pacific,
or, for the others, at least significantly improved. Militaristic outbursts may
be understood as inherently pathological and ‘blamed’ on either the mili-
tary directly, or the entanglement and mutual reinforcement of aggressive
and patriarchal military values and ideals with liberalism itself. While mili-
tarism may co-occur, it is not constructed as a normal, constitutive aspect
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of liberal democracy. This thus, at a deeper level than the simple reification
of the ‘spherical’ understanding of society, bolsters DCAF’s normative
claims. It does so through negative definition. In other words, liberalism’s
empirical failures to live up to its own values are conceptually excluded
from being instances of liberalism in the first place. Through this move
to discount illiberality, the ideological coherence of DCAF’s underlying
liberalism is preserved.

CONCLUSION

In the aggregate, the myth of militarism supports the policy authority of
DCAF as ‘true’ in a variety of ways. The first is to naturalise the ‘regu-
lar’ military violence of liberal states through the creation of an illiberal
economy which, through the distinction of ‘militaristic’ violence as an
inherent social pathology, renders other forms, in simple contrast, nor-
mal and unremarkable. In this way, the habitual use of force by liberal
democracies undertaken in accordance with democratic checks and bal-
ances fails to constitute militarism, and thus often fails to garner active
politico-normative concern. Correspondingly, the use of force by DCAF
states is presented as continuous with, rather than opposed to, the policy’s
general principles. The potential tension between the pursuit of security
and liberal values is thus resolved through the naturalisation of the use of
military force as a normal aspect of democratic governance.

The second function of militarism in supporting DCAF relates to the
role of historians and social scientists in its construction as a ‘true’ aca-
demic myth. The majority of the highlighted scholarship conceptualises
militarism as a social phenomenon that ‘breaks out” when something is
‘off” in institutional arrangements, political ideologies, or cultural rep-
resentations of the military within society. Militarism, like crime, is pre-
sented as an intermittent, cyclical, social force. Its construction as ‘deviant’
therefore does not normalise militarism itself but rather its occurrence as
an inevitability to be managed. The academic study of militarism, akin to
Foucault’s understanding of criminology, and the creation of a policy and
institutional structure to control it (analogous to the prison) simultane-
ously create, combat, and, in doing so, reproduce the social ill they are
forged to eradicate. In a similar fashion, then, to the way the ‘reality’ of
delinquency legitimates the power to punish, militarism naturalises DCAF
as the means of governing the use of force while simultaneously obscuring
‘any element of excess or abuse it may entail’ (Foucault 1995, 302).
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Correspondingly, the myth of militarism ‘effac[es] what may be vio-
lent in one and arbitrary in the other’; understood here as liberality and
democracy, and, in doing so, ‘attenuat[es] the effects of revolt they may
arouse’ (Foucault 1995, 303). Through the construction of militarism in
such a way as to inadvertently, yet significantly, implicitly elevate DCAF
as the logical ‘solution’ to terrible social pathology, the policy comes to
constitute a normative imperative in and of itself. As a result, the ‘other’
violence of democratic societies is, to varying degrees, naturalised and
depoliticised. Militarism, therefore, as crime to the carceral system, rather
than constituting what at first might be understood as a definitive policy
failure actually supports the myth of DCAF’s normativity and efficacy. The
construction of militarism as pathological yet inevitable simultaneously
‘explains away’ DCAF’s failures to eradicate aggressive foreign policy, nat-
uralises the system’s ‘other’ coercive ‘excesses’, and justifies the policy’s
continued existence. The academic myth of militarism as an ‘actual’ col-
lective social transgression, due to a common intellectual and historical
heritage, is a perfect foil to the tenets and assumptions inherent to the
DCAF policy myth.

This mutually reinforcing construction of DCAF and militarism thus
raises the question as to whether they actually constitute two separate
myths or whether policymakers and academics are reproducing the same
savoir, or regulative body of knowledge, albeit in the distinctive idioms
of their respective practice. The intertwining of the two logics raised here
should not be taken as a condemnation of militarism scholarship—or,
indeed, even DCAF itself, which, though problematic, contributes to the
everyday security of many individuals, peoples, and societies—but rather
a reflection of the limitations of critique (and failure of language) within a
context of ideological, cultural, and normative hegemony. What this argu-
ment suggests, therefore, is that we should perhaps strive, as do many of
the critical scholars referenced here, for a greater recognition of and atten-
tiveness to the role of academics as myth-makers, even (or particularly)
when the connection between scholarship and policy seems remote.

NOTES

1. For a notable exception to this point, see Shaw (1991, 12).

2. It must be noted that this criticality operates at differing degrees and, cru-
cially, that not all critical studies of the military are necessarily studies of
militarism. Many works that fall under the ambit of broader critical war/
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military studies, which conceptualise politics and violence as continuous,
constitutive aspects of sociality, largely avoid the issues raised here. For this
approach, see Barkawi (2011).

3. Such a move also tends to naturalise the militarised yet (superficially and
formally) non-military quotidian coercive practices of liberal democracies—
such as the use of riot police, the detention of illegal migrants, or torture—
through the construction of militarism as a powerful, emotionally resonant
social pathology explicitly defined in terms of its association with the insti-
tutional military. Critical scholarship may inadvertently naturalise non-
military violence either through elision, or, somewhat paradoxically, through
its characterisation as military, and thus subsumed within the original
pathology.
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CHAPTER 10

Tales and Images of the Battlefield
in Contemporary Warfare

Alastair Finlan

Warfare is manifest horror. At the heart of war on the umpire-free land-
scape of the battlefield resides a dark truth that few care to dwell on: it is
about killing and injuring people in any way imaginable. In cold terms, all
military technologies are designed to inflict catastrophic injury to closed
organic systems dependent on the uninterrupted circulation of eight pints
of blood with an extraordinarily sensitive nervous system hotwired to a
central control mechanism known as the brain.

Generic military capabilities around the world exude similar character-
istics because the levels of isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell 1991, 66)
among soldiers are very high and typically the twenty-first century war-
rior carries an assault rifle with an assortment of sighting aids, wears body
armour, a distinctive beret or helmet, and also possesses grenades, rockets,
and a bayonet. A cursory glance at the modern accoutrements of a soldier
today, the very simplest technologies of violence, reveals much. The ubiq-
uitous standard 30-bullet assault rifle based around the M-16/AK-47 and
derivatives is designed for optimal engagements of 300 yards, but infantry
bullets will travel a mile or so if unhindered or simply missing their target.
The latest generation of bullet typified by the American M855A1EPR
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(Enhanced Performance Round) has improved penetration capabilities
that will punch holes through steel. Simply put, a modern bullet on hitting
an organic target such as a human being will produce a small entry point
with shock effect before travelling through vital organs and smashing out
the other side of the body with a much larger exit hole that facilitates rapid
blood loss, incapacitation, and in some, but not in all cases, death.

If a soldier runs out of bullets or engages in close-quarter combat, then
a carefully designed knife or bayonet can be affixed to the end of the rifle
to enable soldiers to close with the enemy and physically poke holes in
them. The standard technique, used since World War I and earlier, is to
stab a human being ideally in the body cavity area where the vital organs
are located and twist the bayonet a half turn to enable it to be removed
more easily from a victim (Winter 2014, 109), who at this point will be
screaming in agony once the initial shock of being penetrated has worn
off. In the Falklands Conflict in the 1980s, when British and Argentine
soldiers found themselves fighting at night in cold mountainous condi-
tions in the South Atlantic, soldiers would prefer to insert their bayonets
through the eye sockets (Bramley 2011, 169) because the bulky Antarctic
warm weather gear worn by everyone made the traditional technique less
effective.

Alongside of these precise killing technologies, soldiers also carry less
discriminate personal explosives in the form of grenades and anti-tank
missiles. These powerful explosive charges either tear limbs from bodies,
kill through concussion, or cause significant burn damage, if someone is
unlucky enough to be caught within their effective radius. Grenades are
designed to fragment into hundreds of little pieces in order to chop up
bodies; others are comprised of phosphorus that burns victims alive and
even if doused with water will not stop the chemical from burning inces-
santly deeper into the flesh and using the fat of the body to maintain the
combustion process. These awful realities of combat, modern and ancient,
are rarely considered by people (the majority around the world) to whom
war is an abstraction, a place where the minority conduct their profession
and where battle damage /destruction is impersonal, distant, and of little
concern to their daily lives that are far removed from the sounds/effects
of war.

Myth plays a very important role in mediating, negotiating, and legiti-
mising the horror of contemporary warfare to societies in the West, espe-
cially in the twenty-first century. In this sense, it fits well with Roland
Barthes’s idea that ‘myth is a system of communication, that it is a message’
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(Barthes 2013, 217).! The ‘messaging’ of war, of applying violence to
another society, on first glance should be difficult within a democracy.? Its
intention is almost antithetical to a democratic nation-state built on the
peaceful social principles of freedom, individual rights, and social order,
unless in the direst of emergencies when facing a war of national survival
in which the fabric of their state is threatened by another, such as Britain
against Germany in World War II.

Nevertheless, even extreme danger carries with it surprising caveats
for democratic states that need to be mediated by powerful myths that
possess remarkable longevity into the modern age. It is often forgotten
that in the name of national survival, Britain developed extraordinarily
barbaric methods to inflict damage on the out-of-uniform elements of
its enemies. The ‘firestorm’ technique of strategic bombing, for exam-
ple, killed civilian city dwellers in the most brutal way imaginable. As a
method of mass destruction, it deliberately created temperatures of 1000
degrees Fahrenheit and superheated air travelling at 300 miles per hour
(hurricane strength winds) within a city (Murray and Millett 2001, 308).
It involved the application of state-of-the-art bomber technologies and
scientific thinking to methodically, coldly, and unethically incinerate a city
from the inside out. The first waves of bombers used bombs with a high
explosive content in order to destroy buildings by exposing the wooden
roof beams so that they would act as fuel for the gathering firestorm; other
bombers dropped fragmentation bombs to kill firefighters who potentially
could interfere in the process before another wave dropped incendiaries
to build up the fires and overall temperature within the target zone. Once
a certain temperature and combustion was reached, the firestorm became
self-sustaining and took a life of its own, burning uncontrollably.

The main victims of attacking a city, then and now, are the very people
who inhabit it: civilians in the form of the old, the very young, and their
mothers/fathers (justified as targets as workers contributing to the war
effort) who are either baked, incinerated, or suffocated to death once the
firestorm unfolds. The Royal Air Force killed 40,000 people when they
bombed Hamburg in this way in July 1943 (Overy 2010, 47). Seventy
years ago precisely, the United States took this approach to warfare to
another technological and ethical level by dropping two atomic bombs
on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The Hiroshima bomb
alone killed approximately 75,000 people instantly, reaching a final death
toll of 200,000 people (DeGroot 2004) over a five-year period due to the
long-term effects of radiation poisoning. The ‘very good’ war of World
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War II as opposed to the ‘very bad’ war (Bond 2014, 1) of World War I
involved killing millions of people with the largest batches occurring not
on the battlefi