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THE MANY MEANINGS OF MYTH

The MARIAL Center recently
sponsored an unusual confer-
ence at Emory called Myths of
the American Family. For two
days, five panels of distin-
guished scholars from a wide
variety of disciplines explored
some of the major sources of
the myths that shape the con-
temporary American experience
of “the family."

The term myth is, admittedly,
problematic. It makes some people
uncomfortable both within and
outside the academy. We also use
myth in several quite different
ways. At MARIAL, we use it in
a very special sense in which all
of the different, and sometimes
contradictory, senses of the term
can be reconciled.

Myths are a paradox. Myths
are not simply lies, and they are
also not simply truths. Myths are
special kinds of stories, stories
that always frame something that
is arguably true along with some-
thing that is arguably not true.
They are a particular mix of fact
and fiction, which makes myths
a subspecies of Gregory Bateson’s
paradoxes of play. They are not
true, but they are also not untrue.
They are true “in a way.”

Classic myths that we are
impelled to take seriously and
interpret contain stories with fan-
tastic or fictional elements that
are assumed to be metaphorically
wise, insightful, or valid. Even
myths that are sacred histories for
people, and therefore not thought
of as fictional, usually are framed
by actions and characters that are
in some way not of this world
and marked as transcendent,
separated from everyday life.

The other, dark side of myth
defines what we might playfully

term “myth-conceptions”—
crucially erroneous or mis-
leading images packaged
in rhetorical forms that
suggest truth. Once again,
they are myths owing to this
paradoxical combination
of truth and fiction. When
we are misled to believe
distorted stories or images
because they come to us
on the evening news, or
in textbooks, or as urban
myths or common-sense
knowledge, then we have
the kind of powerful myths
that need to be not so much
interpreted as debunked.
Our understanding of
the world is shaped in all
sorts of ways by the great vari-
ety of myths that surround us.
Storytelling may well be the most
basic way that human beings
make sense of things. Even in an
apparently disenchanted, rational

world, there is no escaping myths.

Myths are not inherently posi-
tive or negative, helpful or mis-
leading. They teach us, providing
models for our understandings
and actions. And they often can
deceive or otherwise mislead us.
Myths can underwrite idealiza-
tions and therefore have positive
modeling functions. Myths such
as “the terrible teens” or “the
dysfunctional family” also can
de-idealize reality. At their worst,
myths can distort our vision in
ways that leave us vulnerable,

uncomprehending, or diminished.

Whatever they are, myths are
undeniably ubiquitous and pow-
erful in our lives.

I doubt that we ever can gain
complete awareness of all the
myths that contribute to our
ordinary apprehension of things.

“1 doubt that we ever can
gain complete awareness of
all the myths that contribute
to our ordinary apprehension

of things. They are simply

too pervasive, too subtle, too
deep. However, through our
numerous research projects at
the MARIAL Center, we have
become aware of the general
work of myth in our lives,

both ordinary and scholarly.”

They are simply too pervasive,
too subtle, too deep. However,
through our numerous research
projects at the MARIAL Center,
we have become aware of the

general work of myth—both ordi-
nary and scholarly—in our lives.

And we have begun to identify

the double-dealing work of some
very specific family myths, myths

that both can shape and distort

our family values. We have begun
to learn, in John Gillis’s felicitous
phrasing, to distinguish the family

“we live with” from the family
“we live by.”

It is wrong to assume that
modern society somehow has
freed itself from dependency

on myth. Quite the opposite is
true. Traditional societies gener-
ate myths face to face through

talk—ranging from informal

gossip to formal storytelling and

ritual performance. Modern soci-
ety, though, is unparalleled in the
range and power of its myth-gen-

erating machinery.
Modern society has in fact
intensified the play of myth,

while often burying it from view.
Mythic stories and images are
being pumped forth continu-
ously by a sophisticated battery
of myth-making machinery. Yet
we don’t usually call it myth and
often fail to recognize it when
we see it.

Our conference was orga-
nized to explore a wide range of
institutional frameworks within
which modern myths of the fam-
ily are created and propagated.
We considered a number of
important sources of contempo-
rary family myths: marketing,
history, family dinners, religious
institutions, mass media, and
notions of “modernity” exported
from the U.S. to the rest of the
world. Soon you will be able
to view a recording of the con-
ference on our website (www.
marial.emory.edu). We also hope
to publish an edited volume of
scholarly papers on the subject. m
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