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Historical Myth: Definition, Formation, Transformation (Theoretical Aspect)

Albstract: The relevance of the problem of theorising historical myth and derivative concepts is due to the
widespread use of this terminology in the modern information space. At the same time, society has
formed an erroneous interpretation of historical myths based on their identification with fairy tales, fables,
and lies in the broadest sense. The study object was theoretical discussions on the definition of historical
myth, mechanisms of its formation and transformation. Within the framework of the publication the
study purpose was realised by solving the following research tasks: analyse the main approaches
dominating in the world humanities in relation to the definition of the concept of “myth”; identify the
interrelationships between the definitions of “history” and “myth”; outline the key stages of the formation
of the historical myth, its functions and typology. The theoretical and methodological tools of the study
are based on an analytical and synthetic analysis of scientific publications by authors who have dealt with
the theorisation of historical myth and related concepts. The article states the continuity of discussions
on the definition and cotrelation of the concepts of “historical/historiographical myth” and the need to
involve a wide range of specialists from a number of other disciplines. At the same time, it is emphasised
that a noticeable intensification of theoretical research on the problems of defining historical myth is
associated with the cultural and anthropological turn in the humanities and the influence of French
analysts. The author also clarifies the content of the concepts of “modern myth” and “national myth”.
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Oubra CapaeBa, KAHAUAAT ICTOPIYHHUX HAVK, AOLIEHT, Kadpeapa pirocodcpkux Hayk T2 icTopil
Vkpainu, 3aCTyIHHK AUpexkTopa, HaBuaAbHO-HAYKOBHUI IHCTHTYT Cy4aCHUX TeXHOAOTIH, [IprasoBcpkuii

ACPKaBHUIT TeXHIUHUI yHIBepcuTeT. AHIIpo, YKpaiHa.
Icropuunmnii mid: BU3HAYeHHA, (popMyBaHHA, TPaHCPOPMALia (TEOPETUIYHHUN ACIIEKT)

Amnomayis: AxryaapHicts pobaemu Teoperusanii icrTopudHOro Midy Ta HOXIAHUX ITOHATH OOYMOBACHA
IIIHPOKUM ITOOYTYBAHHAM O3HAYEHO! TepMIHOAOTI! y cygacHOMY iH(OpMariiHOMy IpocTopi. BoAHOwUAC,
y CycIiAbCTBI cpopMyBarOCsH XHOHE TAYMAYECHHS ICTOPUYHUX MihiB, 3aCHOBAHE HA OTOTOXKHEHHI IX 3
KasKkamu, OafikaMH, HEIIPABAOIO § IIHPOKOMY po3yMmiHHI. OO €KTOM IIPOIIOHOBAHOL CTATTI € TEOPETUYHI
AHCKycii moAo aediminil icropmaHOro midy, MexaHismiB Horo dopmyBaHHA Ta TpaHcdopmarii. V
pamMkax myOAikarii Merta OyAa peaAi3oBaHa IIIASXOM BHUPIIIICHHA HACTYIIHHX AOCAIAHHIIBKHX 3aBAQHD:

ITPOAHAAI3YBATH OCHOBHI ITAXOAH, ITIO AOMIHVIOTH y CBITOBIH TYMaHICTHII ITO BIAHOIIIEHHIO AO
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BU3HAYCHHA KOHLIEITY «Mi); BUABUTH B32€EMO3B’A3KN MK AepiHIIIAME «cTOPIA» Ta «Mid»; OKpEeCAUTH
KAIOYOBi eramm popmyBanHA ictopmyroro wmidy, #Horo dymkmil Ta THIOAorifo. Teopernxo-
METOAOAOIIYHIH IHCTPyMEHTAPIll AOCAIAKCHHS 3aCHOBAHHMH HA AHAAITHKO-CHHTETIYHOMY aHAAI3i
HAYKOBUX ITyOAIKarifi aBTOpiB, IO 3afiMAAHCH IIPOOAEMATHKOIO Teoperusamil icropuaHoro midy rta
ITOB’A3aHUX 3 HHUM ITOHATB. Y PaMKaX CTaTTi KOHCTATOBAHO TATAICTH AHCKYCIH ITTOAO BH3HAYEHHS Ta
CIIBBIAHOIIIEHHS TOHATD «icTopraHnii/icropiorpadiunmii Mid» Ta HOTPEdY 3aAYIEHHS ITIPOKOTO KOAA
raxiBIiB pAAY iHIINX AucCHHIIAIH. BoAHOYAC, MIAKPECAIOETBCS, IIIO IIOMITHA AKTUBI3AIlA TEOPETHIHIX
CTYAIH HaA pobAeMaMu AepIHIFOBAHHSA ICTOPUYIHOrO Mipy ITOB’f3aHA 3 KYABTYPHO-AHTPOIIOAOIIIHIM
3BOPOTOM y IYMAHITAPHHUX HAYKAX Ta BIIAHBOM (DPAHIIY3bKUX aHAAICTIB. Takox 3’COBAHO 3MICTOBHE

HAITOBHECHHSA KOHIICIITIB «CYyIACHHI Mip» Ta «HALIIOHAABHIH Mid».

Kawuosi  cavsa: icropmanuit midp, HaoHaapHHEH Mid, cydacHnii wmid, Haparms, ictopiocodis,
HEOKAHTIAHCTBO, KYABTYPHA AaHTPOIIOAOTIA.
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Introduction

In everyday life, society is increasingly confronted with the problems of the theory and
philosophy of historical science, which is caused by the rapid development of the information
society, the activation of public intellectuals and “opinion leaders” of various kinds, which in
turn is a consequence of the aggravation of the global socio-political crisis. On the pages of
popular publications and in blog posts, the average reader constantly encounters such definitions
as “narrative”, “historical memory”, “historical myth”, etc., which are not clearly understood not
only by society, but also sometimes in academic circles. There is a lack of comprehensive,
generalising studies of an overview nature that would fill in certain terminological gaps.

The study object is the theoretical framework of the concept of “historical myth”.

The study purpose is to analyse the process of theorising the “historical myth” concept and
a number of its derived definitions.

The proposed purpose can be achieved by solving the following research tasks, which in
general terms determine the article structure:

— trace the evolution of the definition of “myth”;
— establish the relationship between the concepts of “history” and “myth”;
—  determine the main stages of formation of the historical myth, its functions and typology.

In terms of methodology, the study is primarily based on an analytical and synthetic analysis
of scientific publications by authors who have dealt with the theorisation of historical myths and
related concepts.

Even in the last few years, a huge number of monographic studies of the problems of
historical myth theory have appeared, both in general works and works that highlight individual
national or contemporary historical myths in their development. It is impossible to ignore the
research of Jacques Pauwels, who set out to give an overview of the seven most common myths
of wotld history of the 18" to 20™ centuries and to trace the context of their use at the present
stage (Pamwels, 2022). More theoretical is the work of John Karabelas, who summarises
information on the relationship between history and mythology, considering myth as a
representation of a specific historical experience (Karabelas, 2023). The issue of mythologising
history is quite common in Polish historiography. Leaving aside the well-known works of Jerzy

Topolski and Jerzy Maternicki, to which we will refer in the main part of the article, it is worth
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mentioning the study of national myths by Magdalena Reks$é, where she referred to the
experience of the countries of the former Yugoslavia (Reks;, 2073), just like the classic
monograph History and Myth by Jerzy Roniker, who outlined both the theoretical side of the
problem and provided specific examples of the mythologisation of Polish history (Roniker, 2002).

Results

Myth: The Problem of Definitions

A universal task faced by the researcher of the mythologisation of history is the problem of
defining the “myth” category, which, despite its widespread use in many fields of knowledge,
began to be actively studied only in the mid-twentieth century. Defining myth is a complex and
multidimensional problem. The definition of this term directly depends on the discipline
concerning which it is defined. Attention to the processes of mythologisation is related to the
fact that it is inherent in both primitive thinking and leading intellectual concepts. Myth is an
integral part of human life, which we encounter daily. It is worth emphasising at the outset that
myth is a cultural phenomenon, as most theorists of this concept have written about, so the
processes of mythologisation directly depend on the cultural superstructure within which they
occut.

Thus, it is worth stating that there is no single definition of the “myth” concept today, and
scholars are dealing with a multivalent concept. Researchers have long since moved away from
the definition of myth as a sacred narrative that attempts to explain the origin of nature, the
world, and humans. We can use this definition only when it comes to the religions of the ancient
world.

To begin with, we need to turn to every day realities since the term “myth” is used very
often in real life, and society has a completely wrong understanding of this concept. One of the
well-known Ukrainian myth theorists, Viacheslav Artyukh, draws attention to this problem.
Artyukh wrote that in everyday life, myth is often identified with a fairy tale, which results in the
most popular interpretation of the concept of “myth”—it is a pre-existing false story about the
past that cannot be verified by evidence from available sources. The only thing noteworthy in
this simple definition, and to which we will refer repeatedly, is that a myth is really a story
(narrative, semantic construction) (Artzukh, 20217).

The development of the concept of myth is closely related to the progress of the social
sciences, especially ethnography, ethnology, cultural anthropology, sociology, etc. In particular,
C. Jung, E. Cassirer, C. Lévi-Strauss and others have contributed to the problem of myth
theorisation. Each of these scholars defined myth according to the subject of their research.
Given the complexity and multifaceted nature of the definition of “myth”, the American scholar
Ivan Strenski wrote that myth is both everything and nothing (S#ensks 1987, p. 3). The
aforementioned neo-Kantian E. Cassirer continued this idea but did not support Strenski’s
meaningless and vague definition since with this approach, any theoretical concept can be
defined as “anything” (Topolski, 1998, p. 57).

However, the American anthropologist Joseph Campbell in his The Power of Myth gave
the most original and apt definition of the myth concept. Campbell wrote that society lives in
myth and has nothing outside of myth (Campbell, 1988, p. 78). The Italian historian Carlo
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Ginzburg associated myth with culture in a broad sense, arguing that myth is the culture of a
particular era, which forms a kind of cage around an individual, beyond which it is almost
impossible to go without breaking with this culture. Therefore, the culture of an era is a kind of

filter through which a person observes the world (Ginzburg, 1992, p. 17).

Myth and History: Correlation of Concepts

Most scholars who have dealt with the theoretical aspects of myth have noted its strong
connection with history, which is the background on which mythic narrative develops. One of
the main features of myth is its constant references to the historical past, usually to a specific
historical event. However, this intertwining of mythic narrative and history does not mean that
myth reproduces what happened but rather the opposite. A mythical narrative provides a
distorted image of historical realities—most often overly embellished and hyperbolic. Public and
political leaders who try to find motives for their actions in past events very often rely not on
historical facts but on their mythologised version. For example, let us recall the mutual hostility
between Serbs and Albanians. For Setbs, the latter became the reincarnation of the Turks, the
outsiders who once threatened the existence of Serbian statehood. Serbian leaders often forgot
that in the famous Battle of Kosovo, Serbs and Albanians fought on the same side against the
Turks (Reksé, 2013, pp. 52-53).

The French Annales school works particularly widespread the “historical myth” concept.
This school used the historical myth concept in the sense considered by cultural anthropology
of the time. For example, Lucien Fevre noted that historians, for the most part, are mainly
engaged in adapting their statements to the historical periods they study. Thus, each historical
epoch creates its intellectual universe, its understanding of the historical periods that came before
it. Febvre wrote that each period of history had its understanding of Ancient Rome, the Middle
Ages and the Renaissance (Febvre, 1982, pp. 3—7). To paraphrase L. Febvre, historical myth can
be understood as a specific form of perception of the past, distorted by the influence of the
surrounding reality.

When analysing the problem of theorising the concept of historical myth, it is impossible to
ignore the views of the classic Polish historiographer Jerzy Topolski. Topolski considered myth
as a sacralised form of knowledge that is established and not subject to criticism. At the same
time, myth is a surrounding reality reflection (Topolskz, 1996, pp. 204—207). For ]. Topolski, myth
and science are very closely linked. Therefore, myth occupies one of the leading places in
historiography. Following L. Febvre, the Polish historiography theoretician wrote that every
historian writes history from the viewpoint of standards and moral norms of his or her time. For
both Febvre and Topolski, a historian is not someone who knows the past but someone trying

to find this knowledge under the layers of later attempts at mythologisation (Topolski, 2012).

Formation of Historical Myth, Its Functions and Typology
In the work, the author will adhere to some compromises in defining the “historical myth”
concept. Firstly, we should equate the concepts of “history” and “narrative” since we will
perceive history as a reflection of the existing reality shaped by many external factors. In other
words, in this article, we refer to history as a subjective version of events rather than an objective

one. Thus, we can consider the “narrative myth” and “historical/historiographical myth”
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concepts to be identical, defining the latter as knowledge that is not generally recognised in the
scientific community, exists in the mind of the researcher, and is retransmitted by him/her in
his/her works. It is how one sacralises knowledge and forms a construct associated with factual
or symbolic truth.

From the historiosophical viewpoint, the historical narrative has two levels: theoretical and
ideological (deeper, the main core of the narrative) and logical and grammatical (superficial,
informative). Historiographical myths are formed at the theoretical and ideological levels and
directly influence the content of the informative level of the historical narrative. Society faces
the mythologisation of history when a scientist loses control over the narrative or deliberately
begins to deviate from the principles of scientific objectivity (Topolski, 2012).

Western history theorists have often addressed the construction of myths and stereotypes
in their research, trying to find the causes for their emergence. In particular, French historian
Daniel Beauvois believes that individuals or strata of society need some masks to justify their
behaviour or to impose their standards of thinking on others. Cassirer wrote that some ritual
and repetition must fix every myth to exist. A myth can decay without cyclical renewal—it goes
out of circulation in society or, most often, changes its form. The scientist believed that every
myth cannot exist beyond the belief in it. Thus, developing Cassirer’s thesis, we can say of living
and dead myths (Chekan, 2017).

If we turn to historiographical practice, it is easy to identify the main function of myth. It is
the core binding the historical narrative, gives it meaning and defines its main message. In this
way, the historian’s position becomes a coherent structure from the viewpoint of narrative line,
chronology, or structure. Myth can guide historians’ narrative strategies but it is not a
prerequisite. In other words, if a historian aims to create a coherent narrative about the past, he
or she must be guided by some position that will organise his or her thoughts and serve as the
cement that will bind the foundation of the historical narrative. It is the leading position
influencing the process of selecting facts and examples intended to illustrate the conceptual
statements of the historical narrative (Topolsks, 2012).

From the viewpoint of the typology of historical myths, it is more or less generally accepted
to divide them into national and modern ones. In the national myth, the nation is perceived not
as a category we are used to but as a definition of some idea that is inherent in some process
extended over time. As an example of such a national myth, V. Artyukh cited the use of the
“Ukraine” definition for the Old Russian times, the Middle Ages and the twentieth century. In
other words, it is a national myth that aims to demonstrate the historical continuity and
continuity of statehood on the Ukrainian lands. At the same time, the nation is perceived as
some spirit present in each individual, where all together constitute a collective nation. Similar
national myths in one form or another existed in the mid-seventeenth century and then were
clearly seen in the works of Taras Shevchenko.

The national myth is the closest concept in the viewpoint of meaning to the everyday
understanding of myth, as it has a pronounced sacred component. In the so-called modern
historical myths, this component is not traced. Instead, in modern myths, one can observe a
clear link to several historical facts or places of memory that are important in the nation-building

context (the already mentioned Kosovo Field). While national myths appeal to the spiritual level
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of past perception, modern myths appeal to the corporeal level. They sacralise not ghostly
substances but specific places, objects, and facts (Artiukh, 20217).

Discussion

Discussions about the form and content of the concept of historical myth have never
stopped, both in the theoretical plane and on the example of specific historical problems. It is
necessary to emphasise the tendency of researchers to generalise the meaninglessness of the
definition because the provision of a formal definition does not affect the study of the content
of the semantic construct itself. However, in our opinion, a clear theorisation of historical myth
will allow us to draw a clear line and establish the relationship between historical narrative and
historical myth.

The problem of the theory of historical myth has broad prospects for further research. In
particular, it is necessary to resolve the interdependence of historiographical and historical myth
issue and terminate the debate on the identity of these two concepts. Scholars’ attention is worth
drawing to the study of individual examples of historical myths, analysis of their development
over time, and identification of the dominant factors that influenced the form, content and
functions of a particular myth. It is also necessary to pay attention to the role of historical myths

in shaping the policy of memory, national identity, the pantheon of national heroes, etc.

Conclusion

Thus, the problem of unambiguously defining historical myth remains unresolved to this
day despite the constant attention of scholars to this fundamental, interdisciplinary topic. In
addition, the problem of mythologising history is closely related to another issue still considered
open — the definition of the concepts of “narrative” and “historical/histotiographical narrative”.
The problem lies in the dominant stereotypical ideas about the concept of myth at the everyday
level, associated with lies, fiction, fables, etc. The study of myth in the sense of a semantic
construction has intensified only since the mid-20" century, caused by the spread of the
advanced ideas of French analysts and later postmodernists.

The general form of defining myth as everything and nothing at the same time proposed by
some researchers (I. Stretensky, D. Campbell) seems to us to be a false path that only fills a
specific definition with a meaningless sense. L. Febvre’s definition of historical myth as a specific
perception of historical reality form, modified to suit a particular socio-political situation, is much
more acceptable.

The cultural and anthropological turn in historiosophical research has shifted the focus from
the very understanding of myth to the problem of its deconstruction. Studies devoted to the
detailed study of individual myths and their transformation in public consciousness, literature,
and historiography have become widespread. It is a paradox that the greatest historical myths in
human history were created by historians who tried to weave their historiographical narrative
into the fabric of the dominant socio-political situation. The myth-making process is virtually
uninterrupted and is actively continuing in our time, so the issue of the theoretical framework of

historical myth requires further study in both general and specific historical formats.



European Scientific e-Journal, ISSN 2695-0243, No. 26 (2023)

Conflict of Interest

The author declares that there is no conflict of interest.

References:

Artiukh, V. (2021). Sheho take istorychnyi mif ta yak vin mozhlyvyi? [What is a historical myth and how is it
possible?]. Sumy historical portal. (In Ukr.). https://history.sumy.ua/theoryofhistory/9468-shcho-
take-istorychnyi-mif-ta-iak-vin-mozhlyvyi.html

Campbell, J. (1988). The power of myth. New York: Doubleday.

Chekan, O. (2011). U trykutnykn Skbidnoi Yevropy [In the triangle of Eastern Europe]. The Ukrainian
Week. (In Ukt.). https://tyzhden.ua/u-trykutnyku-skhidnoi-ievropy

Febvre, L. (1982). The Problem of Unbelief in the Sixteenth Century: The Religion of Rabelais. Cambridge-
London: Harvard University Press.

Ginzburg, C. (1992). The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a Sixteenth Century Miller. Baltimore: The
Johns Hopkins University Press.

Karabelas, J. (2023). The Historical V alue of Myths. Abingdon: Routledge.

Pauwels, J. R. (2022). Myths of Modern History. Toronto: James Lorimer & Company.

Reks¢, M. (2013). Mity narodowe i ich rola w kreowaniu polityki na pryykladzie paristw byles [ngostawii [National
myths and their role in policy-making on the example of the countries of the former Yugoslavia].
L6dz: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu £.6dzkiego. (In Pol.)

Roniker, J. (2002). Mit i historia. Mitotwireze funkgje podrecznikow szolnyech [Myth and history. Myth-making
functions of school textbooks]. Krakow: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Jagiellofiskiego. (In Pol.)

Strenski, 1. (1987). Four Theories of Myth of Twentieth Century History. Cassirer, Eliade, 1évi-Stranss and
Malinowski. Iowa City: University of Iowa Press.

Topolski, J. (1990). Jak si¢ pisze i rozumie historig. Tajemnice narragi historyezneg [How history is written and
understood. Secrets of historical narrative]. Warszawa: Rytm. (In Pol.)

Topolski, J. (1998). Swiat bez historii [A world without history]. Poznasi: Wydawnictwo Poznanskie. (In Ukr.)

Topolski, J. (2012). Sheho take istorychni mify? [What are the historical myths?]. Institute of History of
Ukraine. (In Ukr.) http://resource.history.org.ua/item /0007830



