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METHODOLOGICAL ASPECTS OF THE RECONSTRUCTION  
OF THE EAST-SLAVS ETHNIC HISTORY 

IN THE MODERN UKRAINIAN HISTORIOGRAPHY

Modern Ukrainian historians, during the reconstruction of the East Slavs’ ethnic history before the 
Mongol era, rarely adhere to clearly formulated methodological guidelines and theoretical postulates that 
allow such studying. Therefore, for contemporary Ukrainian historiography of this problem are inherent 
outdated rudiments of «Soviet positivism», misunderstanding and reluctance to apply modern western ap-
proaches, conscious self-isolation within the national narrative. The main idea of the article is to show that 
in modern Ukrainian historiography there are no satisfactory methodological principles for the scientific 
reconstruction of the East Slavs’ ethnic history, and most Ukrainian researchers are still confused by the 
conditions of methodological pluralism. The purpose of the study is to analyze the methodological aspects of 
the reconstruction of the East Slavs ethnic history in contemporary Ukrainian historiography. This scientific 
topic has not been analyzed in historiography till now, so the problem, we have raised, has acquired such a 
value for the first time. The methodology of the research is determined by the critical analysis and is based 
on the principles of historicism, systematic, scientific, ethnological verification, objectivity, ethnosocial con-
structivism, moderate relativism, methodological pluralism. In order to solve this problem, were used such 
historiographical methods as analysis, synthesis, «second level historiography», comparative, hermeneutic, 
abstract, historical-genetic, typological, terminological analysis. The scientific novelty is determined by the 
fact that for the first time, with the method of remote monitoring and analysis (so-called method of «second 
level historiography») is clarified the development of methodological foundations of the newest Ukrainian 
scientists’ researches devoted to the reconstruction of the East-Slavic communities’ ethnic history in the 
pre-Mongol era. The comparative approach allowed us to trace the influence of methodological pluralism 
on modern Ukrainian historiography and to establish the significant methodological confusion and igno-
rance with new tendencies among historians and other humanitarians. Conclusions. The reconstruction of 
the East Slavic communities’ ethnic history, including the Ukrainians ethnogenesis, is one of the key issues 
in modern Ukrainian historiography. The proposed analysis shows that in Ukrainian historical science there 
is no satisfactory transformation of the identified segment of cognition, and most Ukrainian humanitarians 
are confused in the terms of methodological pluralism. On the other hand, many leading historiographers 
in modern Ukraine mark the significant changes in this area during last decades, that allows us to believe in 
improving the situation, including the situation in ancient ethnical history researches.
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МЕТОДОЛОГІЧНІ АСПЕКТИ РЕКОНСТРУКЦІЇ ЕТНІЧНОЇ ІСТОРІЇ 
СХІДНИХ СЛОВ’ЯН У СУЧАСНІЙ УКРАЇНСЬКІЙ ІСТОРІОГРАФІЇ

Мета дослідження – проаналізувати методологічні аспекти реконструкції етнічної істо-
рії східних слов’ян у сучасній українській історіографії. Методологія дослідження зумовлена 
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Methodological aspects of the reconstruction of the east-slavs ethnic history... 

критичним аналізом і спирається на принципи історизму, системності, науковості, етнологіч-
ної верифікації, об’єктивності, етносоціального конструктивізму, поміркованого релятивізму, 
методологічного плюралізму. Для вирішення поставленої проблеми були залучені такі історіо-
графічні методи, як аналіз, синтез, «історіографії другого рівня», компаративний, герменев-
тичний, абстрагування, історико-генетичний, типологічний, термінологічного аналізу. Наукова 
новизна визначена тим, що вперше засобом відстороненого спостереження та аналізу (так 
званий метод «історіографії другого рівня») з’ясовано розвиток методологічних основ новітніх 
досліджень українських учених, які присвячені реконструкціям етнічної історії східнослов’ян-
ських спільнот домонгольської доби. Компаративний підхід дозволив простежити напрями 
впливу на сучасну українську історіографію методологічного плюралізму та встановити іс-
тотну методологічну розгубленість і необізнаність із новими тенденціями у середовищі істо-
риків і решти гуманітаріїв. Висновки. Реконструкція етнічної історії спільнот східних слов’ян, 
у тому числі етногенез українців, становлять у сучасній українській історіографії одну з клю-
чових проблем. Пропонований аналіз свідчить, що поки в історичній науці України немає за-
довільних трансформацій означеного сегменту пізнання, а більшість українських гуманітаріїв 
перебувають у стані розгубленості в умовах методологічного плюралізму. З іншого боку, чимало 
провідних історіографів сучасної України констатують істотні зрушення в цій сфері останніх 
десятиліть, що дозволяє висловити позитивні сподівання на покращення ситуації зокрема й 
стосовно досліджень етнічної історії давнього минулого.

Ключові слова: методологія, історіографія, етнічна історія, етногенез, східні слов’яни.

Statement of the problem. In our opinion, the Eastern Slavs’ ethnic history study re-
quires historians, first of all, to clearly formulate methodological guidelines and theoretical 
postulates that facilitate such a research. Unfortunately, modern Ukrainian experts in this 
area seldomly adhere to this position. In general, in contemporary Ukrainian historiography, 
this problem is characterized by outdated rudiments of «Soviet positivism», confusion with 
methodological pluralism, misunderstanding and reluctance to apply modern western ap-
proaches, conscious self-isolation within the national narrative. On the other hand, we cannot 
but mention the significant breakthroughs in the methodological research of the past, which 
are demonstrated by the most recent works of Ukrainian historians, demonstrating the open-
ness of Ukrainian historiography to changes in this aspect.

Research analysis. The claimed themes do not have a special analysis in the humanitar-
ian space yet, and, therefore, the problem that we tackled for the first time acquires a con-
siderable significance. In the general context, the specificity and certain aspects of the meth-
odological development of modern Ukrainian historiography are presented in the works of  
Ya. Hrycak, L. zashkilniak, G. Kasianov, I. Kolesnyk, O. Tolochko, N. Iakovenko and others. 

The purpose of the article. Applying the principle of «second level historiography» 
proposed by G. Kasianov (analogous to the concept of «second level observer»), when the 
object of observation is not facts, but the process of observing these facts (Kasianov, 2010: 
237), we will try to trace the reflection of Ukrainian scholars on the methodological position 
of Ukrainian historiography in relation to the ethnic history of the Eastern Slavs.

Statement of the main material. Despite the pessimism of some Ukrainian scientists 
regarding the lack of methodological innovations in the contemporary humanitarian dis-
course of Ukraine, the changes themselves in this direction are eloquently evidenced by a 
much more confident (as compared with its neighbours) progress towards integration into 
the world’s science. Already in the 1990’s such a situation was evidenced by the publication 
of two propaedeutic courses on the methodology of the history by the famous Lviv historian 
L. zashkilniak (zashkilniak, 1996, zashkilniak, 1999), which, according to the observation 
by I. Kolesnyk, by the very fact of articulation of the problems raised in them: «Destroyed 
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the notion of the absence of methodology in Ukrainian historical science» (Kolesnyk, 2001: 
82). It is significant, that the main methodological transformations within the limits of his-
torical science take place first of all in the segment of historiographical analysis proposed by 
Ukrainian historians.

According to Ya. Kalakura, contemporary Ukrainian historians face the problems of un-
certainty and conflict of methodologies, which is manifested in their «floundering» between 
the remnants of Soviet normalization and new approaches to historical writing (Kalakura, 
2016: 76). That also became the reason of the one-sided methodological interpretation of 
ethnic history problems of the Eastern Slavs community, which, in addition to the politicized 
deformations, has acquired at the newest stage a noticeable «nationalization». Turns out, that 
in our case, the ideologists of the previous narrative turned out to be the most successful prac-
titioners of national history. This is also connected with the prevalence in modern Ukrainian 
historiography of «naive positivism» in relation to ethnogenetic research, when even at the 
scientific level it is possible to reconstruct the ethnic history of the Eastern Slavs’ communi-
ties, for example, exclusively in archaeological materials.

It is significant that among the representatives of such a vision there is virtually no discus-
sion of the methodological and theoretical foundations in their research practices, and their 
works do not evidence the benefits of this position. As a rule, such intentions are declared, 
but not specified. The characteristic opinion of V. and Ya. Baran about this issue is declared in 
the following statement: «Our work on the new methodological basis reveals the processes of 
ethno-historical development of the Slavs on the territory of Eastern Europe and Ukraine in 
particular» (Baran, 2005: 7). However, the concept of the «new methodological basis» is not 
explained by archaeologists, but instead (without justification and explanation), they provide 
a number of rather dubious concepts. For example, they declare the Slavs to be «an ethno-so-
cial unit», and the Kyiv princes, appear to have created an «imperial state». It is worth noting 
the lack of Ukrainian researchers’ knowledge of the «new methodologies», and therefore it 
is rather delusive to consider that their solid state-based scientific works are based on the 
«prEmordialism approach» (italics are ours – author) (Videiko, 2015: 341).

The situation did not improve much in the East Slavic ethno-history domain after an invol-
untary redirection of specialists to the so-called «civilizational approach». Nowadays, almost 
complete absence of theoretical and methodological developments of civilization theory has 
transformed it essentially from the methodology into «civilization terminology», and such 
an abstraction as «civilization» is used more as a tribute to the intellectual trend without any 
scientific substantiation. I. Kutsyi quite reasonably states that the concept of «civilization» is 
as meaningful, as the scientific interpretations of the essence of a civilizational approach are 
vague and contradictory (Kutsyi, 2016: 13). At first, civilization discourse was perceived as 
the main means for dismantling of the formation aberration, which dominated in the Soviet 
history, but it soon revealed that such an approach was not an epistemological panacea.

Some of the Ukrainian scholars, mechanistically and extremely unsuccessfully, tried to 
replace the Marxist rhetoric of their concepts with «civilizational imperatives», avoiding 
any methodological explanations in this regard. For example, M. Kotliar, claiming in the 
title of one of the monographs to shed the light on «the origins of the East Slavic civi-
lization», did not even outline the boundaries of this lexical occasionalism, besides, he 
mentioned it only once in the book, namely in the afterword (Kotliar, 1995: 278). In the 
same way, this artificially fictitious term was used by archaeologist O. Motsia, doubtless-
ly proclaiming the «Kyiv period of the East Slavic medieval civilization history» (Mot-
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sia, 2007: 4). Even more problematic is the attributing of the epithet «civilizational» to 
individual archaeological cultures, hypothetically related to the ethnogenesis of the East-
ern Slavic cultures, for example Chernyakhivska. Instead, in solidarity with S. Plokhy, 
it should be noted that discussions about any «East Slavic civilization», fuelled simulta-
neously by the Russian, Belarusian and some Ukrainian politicians, are senseless at the 
background of the current nationalization of post-Soviet societies (Plokhy, 2006: 361). 
At the same time, the process of «nationalization» of history in Ukrainian historiography is 
not only the search and crystallization of its own identity, but also the identification of those 
who should be excluded from «their own» community. As a result, ethnic and cultural indica-
tors have become natural means of «alienating» both for professional historians and for pol-
iticians and ideologues. Formation of the image of the ethnic «other» has become an integral 
part of both cultural and political mobilization, the implementation of the memory policy in 
the newly-established states. In addition, a significant part of the professional historical com-
munity has become, in this regard, not only the executor of the corresponding «state order», 
but also a significant factor in influencing the formation of this order. Therefore, the ethnic 
history of the Eastern Slavs is still more an ideological construction, reverted into the formula 
of scientific knowledge, than the latter.

when representing ethno-historical issues, any historian should be as careful as possible, 
since the past is an insidious advisor for the vision of the modern image. At the same time, it 
should be noted that, being an instrument of collective self-identification, history in essence 
will always be its only means, which is based exclusively on the opposition of «self» and 
«other» (zashkilniak, 2016b: 16). Hence, the methodological situation in the countries of 
the former USSR (precisely within nationalized history) is similar, although they overcome 
it differently. From the 1990’s, within the historical science of Ukraine, two «camps» of 
scholars have been identified in the study of the ethnic history of the Eastern Slavs, which, 
according to G. Kasianov, could be called «primordialists» and «modernists» according to 
the methodological priorities. The first party is still the dominant trend in Ukrainian histori-
ography, which involves the search, first of all, of the Ukrainian ethnic roots in antiquity. In 
this perspective, the «biological» (L. zalizniak), the «cultural» (A. Ponomariov) and the «po-
litico-genetic» (Y. Dashkevich, Y. Isaevich) variants are selected (Kasianov, 1999: 264–270).

It is noteworthy that the «camp» of the so-called «modernists», in general (!), does not ad-
dress the topic of ethnogenesis of any communities that lived on the Ukrainian lands until the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, which, according to our conviction, deprives ourselves 
from important reasons for the true knowledge of Ukrainian identity formation in the «era 
of nationalism». Separate attempts to study the ethnic history of Eastern Slavic communities 
from «non-traditional» methodological approached cannot be considered too convincing. In 
general, we can note only two attempts like these in the entire period of the development of 
independent Ukrainian historiography: the proposal of O. Tolochko to analyse the «Old Rus 
nationality» in the format of the imagined community (Tolochko, 2002: 116) and S. Plokhy’s 
work on the formation of premodern identities in Ukraine, Belarus and Russia, on the basis of 
the «review of the tradition established in historiography to consider the East Slavic peoples 
as primordial formations» (Plokhy, 2015: IX–X). The authorial innovations of these histo-
rians are not providing the resolution of the key problem: who, by ethnicity / identity, were 
«Eastern Slavs» in pre-state times?

Transformations in the methodological sphere of modern Ukrainian historiography are 
essentially a process of gradual accumulation and stratification of new and old trends. On the 
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other hand, without going through the strict and demanding school of modernism, «school 
of source and method», one should not approach the elegant lace metaphor, allusions and 
illusions of postmodernism (Pidhaietskyi, 2000: 315). In general, it must be admitted that 
most Ukrainian contemporary historians were initially very suspicious of the methodolog-
ical situation posed by postmodernism. However, over time, it became evident that for hu-
manities, in general, it became a good stimulus, and therefore professionals began to turn 
to the innovations that postmodernism offered more and more. The most evident evolution 
of postmodernist epistemological practices within contemporary Ukrainian historiography, 
with all the «inappropriateness» and «benefits» of this process, has recently been analysed 
by L. zashkilniak, who rightly emphasized that, regardless of the attitude to the postmodern 
situation, it is impossible to ignore its influence on historical cognition (zashkilniak, 2016a: 
105–109).

One of the most notable figures in this area of   the latest Ukrainian historiography is  
N. Iakovenko. At the turn of the millennium, the Kyiv scientist also drew attention to the 
level of methodological equipment of studios in medieval history of Ukraine, stating that this 
branch is still largely marked by archaic practices. First of all, it is a question of «the concep-
tual equipment problem», when the romantic-positivist thinking is embedded in such basic 
categories as «ethnos», «nation», «state», etc. In addition, she provided the reasons for such 
a situation, like unsatisfactory professional training of Ukrainian historians and as a conse-
quence – their failure to «penetrate» into the matter of the pre-modern epochs (Iakovenko, 
2000: 61, 68). Therefore, most historians in the field of ethno-historical reconstructions still 
hold on the essence of the «canon» of the late nineteenth century, often adding to it the So-
viet templates of historical thinking and decorating these anachronisms with foreign vocabu-
lary (Iakovenko, 2005: 59). This can be explained by the general domination of teleological 
schemes in the national narrative, based on a rather chimerical Marxist teleology method, for 
example, presence of such a Soviet invention as «Old Rus nationality» in the historiography.

The methodological basis of such «state» (post-Soviet) direction of contemporary Ukrain-
ian historiography, in comparison with others, looks most eclectic, trying to combine various 
elements of the Soviet, national and modernist trend. This is format in which the «East Slavic 
narrative» is presented, which still emphasizes on the «priority of unity» as the main postu-
late of the former Soviet discourse (Kulyk, 2012). P. Tolochko is the most prominent repre-
sentative of this trend in relation to the ethnic history of Kievan Rus, and he is convinced that 
«Marxist formational evolutionism» is still not undermined by anyone, and therefore «Marx-
ist understanding of the world’s historical process» needs to be defended (Tolochko, 2007: 
5–8). To a certain extent, such a position may be explained by the fact that after the period 
of «supercriticalism» in historiography, the time has come for methodological uncertainty, 
which has caused nostalgia among some historians.

Soviet-Russian historical heritage destructively affected the creation of historical knowl-
edge with the immense ideological pressure, which, according to L. zashkilniak, can be ex-
plained primarily by the complete absence of the Ukrainian national humanitarian policy and 
the minimal presence of Ukrainian historiography and history in world’s historical science 
(zashkilniak, 2015: 21, 30). The latter is distinguished by hiding ideologically and politi-
cally oriented conventions by historian designed to reflect the interests of certain influential 
groups. Unfortunately, many such political speculations can be observed in the discourse 
regarding the ethno-historical past of the Eastern Slavic communities of the pre-modern era, 
including the so-called «Trypillian myth».
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Conclusions. The reconstruction of the ethnic history of the Eastern Slavic communi-
ties, including the ethnogenesis of Ukrainians, is one of the key issues in modern Ukrainian 
historiography. The success of its solution depends largely on the methodological basis of 
ethno-historical research. The proposed analysis shows that while in the historical science 
of Ukraine there is no satisfactory transformation of the identified segment of cognition, and 
majority of Ukrainian humanitarians are confused in terms of methodological pluralism. The 
historians’ desire to explore the ethno-historical past of the Eastern Slavs «in a new way» 
encounters the theoretical and methodological self-isolation associated with domination in 
the historiography of the Soviet rudiments in the process of cognition, the domination of Rus-
sian-imperial and Soviet ethno-historiographical myths and stereotypes, lack of understand-
ing of western methodological principles, in particular a peculiar «epistemological fear» 
of so-called postmodernism. On the other hand, many leading historiographers of modern 
Ukraine state significant changes in this area of   the last decades, which allows to make posi-
tive predictions for improvement of the situation, in particular, with regard to the research of 
the ethnical history in ancient past.
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