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RESEARCH OF WAR EXPERIENCE IN UKRAINIAN AND FOREIGN

FOLKLORE STUDIES

In the Ukrainian scientific discourse, the scientific study of autobiographical narratives about
the war has been conducted at least within the framework of several philological, anthropological,
and social disciplines. The most significant for the authors of the presented research are the findings
in the fields of oral history, folklore studies, and social anthropology. Oral historians drew attention
to alternative stories about war, which reflected the experiences not of the military only but also
other groups of people, such as UPA insurgents, concentration camp prisoners, women, children,
and home-front workers. Thus, they wanted to show a different, “another” war. The method of open
narrative interviews suggested by oral history researchers is of the greatest importance to us as well.
A number of scientific papers on the study of the war experience are based on the narratives of war
refugees, which cover various aspects of a socio-anthropological and cultural and anthropological
nature.

The research of autobiographical narratives in folklore studies has its own history. The most
valuable for us are the works of the Polish scholar D. Simonides. Dorota Simonides considers the study
of individual human biographies to be one of the most important tasks of modern folklore studies,
seeing the object of research in the observation and study of human destiny. Among the followers
of the famous Polish folklorist, the works of Hajduk-Nijakowska, A. Rzepkowska, and Przybyta-
Dumin are worth mentioning. Ukrainian scholars’works by V. Borysenko, O. Britsyna, M. Hrymych,
R.Kyrchiv, O. Kis, O. Kuzmenko, O. Labashchuk, and S. Myshanych should be mentioned as well.
A structural and semantic analysis of autobiographical stories of Ukrainians about the beginning
of the Russian-Ukrainian war is carried out in O. Labashchuk's paper.

In the study of narratives about the war experience, there is a clear division by fields of knowledge:
folklorists focus on philological issues, studying the poetics of the text, while specialists in cultural
anthropology pay attention to the text as a presentation of a certain type of cultural tradition. At
the same time, applying a combination of philological and anthropological methods to the material
allows us to accomplish tasks and draw conclusions that have not been the subject of scientific
interest so far.

Key words: war experiences, narrative, folklore studies, anthropology, autobiography.

Introduction. On February 24, 2022, the Rus- the lives of the citizens of Ukraine were threatened.

sian Federation launched a full-scale invasion of
the territory of sovereign Ukraine. This date divided
the lives of Ukrainian people into “before” and
“after” periods. The independence of the Ukrainian
state, the very existence of the Ukrainian nation,
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It would not be an exaggeration to say that the war
entered the lives of every Ukrainian to a greater or
lesser extent.

Narratives about the experience of war have
attracted the attention of specialists in various fields
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of knowledge: linguists, literary critics, ethnologists,
oral historians and folklorists.

The objective of the presented study is to
determine the works of Ukrainian and foreign
researchers that could be used as a basis for studying
the oral autobiographical narratives of combatants
who describe their experiences.

Presentation of the Material. Scientific research
of autobiographical narratives about war in the Ukrai-
nian scientific discourse was conducted at least within
a number of anthropological, philological, social dis-
ciplines [20]. For us, the most important achieve-
ments are in the field of oral history, folklore studies,
social anthropology. Oral historians have drawn atten-
tion to alternative stories about war, which reflected
the experience not of the military but of other social
groups — UPA members, concentration camp prison-
ers, women, children, and rear workers. Thus, they
wanted to show “another” war [6; 8; 16]. The method
of open narrative interview, proposed by researchers
of oral history [when the interviewer asks the respon-
dent one open-ended question with a request to share
his/her own experience] is of the greatest importance
for our research. This allows the researcher not to
prompt the narrator’s answer. From all the experience
a person chooses only those episodes that are impor-
tant for him/her.

We are not aware of anthropological or folkloristic
research on the Russian-Ukrainian war of 2014-2022.
The thematic issue of the journal Europe-Asia Studies
covers topics of political, economic, social life, sense
of identity, social adaptation of internally and exter-
nally displaced persons from Luhansk and Donetsk
regions [12]. However, the issues of this collection
do not correspond to our scientific interests. There
are a number of relevant articles devoted to the study
of the experience of the war, based on narratives of
refugees from Syria, which cover various aspects of
social anthropological and cultural anthropological
nature [11; 14; 18; 19]. The most important for us is
the work of Julia Powles, who raises important theo-
retical and methodological issues of refugee research.
We were interested in the author’s reasoning that the
life story and personal story help to identify our gaps
in the knowledge of refugees, show their most impor-
tant fears and concerns allowing them to be creative
in solving these problems. In addition, the close con-
nection between the storyteller and the interviewer
enables to help the most vulnerable refugees, and the
story of the experienced trauma may be cathartic [23].

The study of autobiographical folk stories in folk-
lore studies has its history. Despite the fact that the
memorate as a special kind of folk prose was discov-

ered by Karl von Sydov in the 30’s of the 20" century
[29], folklorists have not considered it for a long time.
Dorota Simonides speaks about this quite categori-
cally. She suggests that the traditional oral repertoire
consisted largely of memorates, but collectors did not
record it, focusing only on what they thought could
be considered folklore [29: p. 122]. The situation with
the adequate reproduction of folklore tradition in the
field of folk prose was aggravated by the established
collecting and publishing practice. Oleksandra Brit-
syna has covered this issue in details. She points out
that prose texts, due to the widespread literary model
of recording and publication, underwent double edit-
ing: first by the collector and then by the editor, who
sought to make the text more perfect, aesthetic, and
more acceptable to the reader [3]. Such collecting and
publishing practices had a detrimental effect on folk-
lorists’ perception of the modern prose tradition: it has
been viewed as a decline compared to the perfect and
exemplary folklore tradition of the late 19" and early
20" centuries [3: p. 85].

A significant contribution to the study of folk prose
is the outstanding Polish folklorist Dorota Simonides,
who mainly focused her research on the study of folk
prose in the real environment of her life. Therefore,
she considers the study of individual human biogra-
phies to be one of the most important tasks of modern
folklore studies. In fact, the “micro-history of human
destiny”, according to the researcher, appears as an
extremely interesting subject to study, so it should be
included in the folklorists’ field of study. After all, the
studied tradition always consists of memories that the
collector either managed or didn’t manage to get from
the narrator [28: p. 20]. Considering the memorate as
the most common type of folk prose, the researcher
is convinced that the desire to give stories a form
of message about a real event leads to the fact that
well-known traditional stories are increasingly retold
as individual experiences. Thus, the traditional plot
has the opportunity to turn into a memorate [28: p.
124]. The works of Janina Hajduk-Nijakowska and
Alexandra Rzepkowska [13; 26] continued the scien-
tific school of D. Simonides in Polish folklore studies.

We find consensus in the works of Alexandra Brit-
syna, who also believes that when telling about the
past, the narrator focuses on telling real facts, and the
participation of creative imagination is minimized,
which is why household memorates are usually con-
sidered by folklorists as eyewitnesses and they do not
see their influence of oral tradition [3: p. 135].

In Ukrainian folklore studies, Stepan Myshanych
first drew attention to everyday stories in the “memo-
rate convention” in the 1980’s, using the term “folk sto-
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ries” to describe them [10]. Unlike Dorota Simonides,
he did not consider individual stories folklore, because,
in his opinion, they do not have such features of folk-
lore as collectivity and wvariability. The Ukrainian
researcher saw the value of such stories in the extent
to which the story is of public interest [10]. We believe
that these scientist’s considerations were influenced by
the prevailing at the time in Soviet folklore studies idea
of the existence of a certain genre canon, which was not
allowed to review and supplement. In the book “Oral
Folk Stories: Questions of Poetics” the author ana-
lyzes the folk stories of Ukrainians about World War
II. His attention is primarily drawn to extrapods — the
most heroic, tragic, dramatic stories. According to the
author, they have a chance to enter the oral narrative
tradition [10]. At one time, Stepan Myshanych’s work
used to be a pioneer in the study of autobiographical
prose in Ukrainian folklore studies.

Today in the Ukrainian scientific discourse the sit-
uation with the study of folk prose, told in the memo-
rate convention, has undergone significant changes.
Roman Kyrchiv’s in-depth study “The Twentieth
Century in Ukrainian Folklore” addresses biographi-
cal narratives about World War I, Ukrainian liberation
struggles in the interwar 20" century, the horrors of the
Holodomor and World War 1. The researcher believes
that the memorate today is a more widespread exam-
ple of oral prose, which reflects the vision, narrator’s
experience [7]. Valentyna Borysenko’s collection
“Such a Rye: Culture of Everyday Life of Ukrainians
of Chornobyl Polissia” [2] is based on the material
of autobiographical narratives of the Chornobyl zone
residents. Ukrainian researchers did not miss the topic
of the experience of war in the autobiographical nar-
ratives of Ukrainians. Oral narratives depicting the
non-heroic history of World War II have emerged in
recent decades. As there is a long distance between
the time of the event and the time of the story, narra-
tors can tell things they would never have dared to tell
before [1; 4]. The research of the Ukrainian historian
Maryna Hrymych is based on the memorates of the
direct participants in the war, namely the Halychyna
division, who sees in the memorates of the war a
tangible influence of folklore plots and images. The
researcher manages to build on the basis of these sto-
ries a single multivariate military narrative of one of
the episodes of World War II [5: p. 139]. Thus, most
works in Ukrainian folklore studies are dedicated to
the research of narrative texts that reflect a person’s
personal experience and are conveyed in a “memorate
convention”. Researchers focus on retelling the plot
of stories, characterizing their significance for con-
temporaries as unbiased evidence from the past. They
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consider the form of folk stories somewhat simplified,
underestimate the social component of the transmis-
sion of folk tradition.

Oksana Kuzmenko’s multi-genre study used the
notion of concept to interpret folklore phenomena.
She identifies twelve basic folklore concepts, which
encode enduring symbolic structures of national men-
tality [war, prayer, death, enemy, mother, longing, joy,
fear, home, captivity, grave, Ukraine], and which are
reflected in all kinds of folk art and most fully convey
the folk experience of crucial historical events of the
20" century [9: p. 22]. The researcher believes that
a separate autobiographical narrative may contain a
number of episodes of the folklore type. The scien-
tist classifies them as episodes-closures, episodes-
culminations, episodes-inserts and episodes-author’s
digressions. She also does not deny the fact that in
the field conditions the story can often be non-lin-
ear, which is naturally reflected in the structure of
the text — the narrator repeatedly returns to what has
already been said. Folklore prose in Oksana Kuzmen-
ko’s research is always inscribed in the historical and
social contexts in which certain texts were born [9].

As Oksana Kuzmenko rightly points out, Ukrai-
nian folklore studies has accumulated a considerable
layer of primary sources of wartime folklore prose,
including legends, eschatological stories, stories in
the form of memorates, chronicles, rumors, etc. [9:
p. 135-136]. And today there is a significant lack of
various methodological approaches to the analysis of
the research material.

The scientific interests of our closest neighbors, the
Poles, also show interest in publishing and research-
ing the topic of prose heritage which tells about the
experiences of World War II. The evidence of this is
the two-volume material of Slask folk prose and the
monograph by Agnieszka Przybyta-Dumin [24; 25].

Thus, folklorists’ attention is drawn to those exam-
ples of autobiographical folk prose, which tell about
significant, turning points, crisis moments in the life
of the people: war, eviction, famine. This does not
seem strange because all these texts are created under
the influence of very strong emotions.

The full-scale Russian-Ukrainian war that began in
2022 has not received adequate coverage in Ukrainian
folklore studies so far. Several publications, including
the article by O. Labashchuk and co-authors, have
conducted a structural and semantic analysis of
autobiographical stories of civilian Ukrainians
about the beginning of the Russian-Ukrainian war
[17]. However, the experience of military personnel
participating in the war has not been adequately
considered in folklore studies yet.
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It is important to emphasize another aspect of the
study of personal narratives. Roch Sulima, adher-
ing to the semiotic and culturological approaches
to the study of speech texts, identifies three types
of communicators: 1] spontaneous one-time state-
ments that we use in everyday conversations; these
texts have neither thematic nor structural unity; 2]
retelling of socially valuable information [news,
gossip, advice, predictions, stories]; they have the-
matic unity, but do not constitute integrity on for-
mal indicators; 3] folklore texts-signs that are sta-
ble both from the thematic and formal point of view
[30]. Modern folklore studies also conclude that an
oral prose text is created in the process of telling it
rather than memorizing it and further retelling of
the ready-made text [3]. A researcher of folklore
texts who studies uncluttered texts [as in the case
with oral prose texts] will always feel the lack of
folklorist theory. After all, the existing theoretical
basis was formed mainly on the basis of the study
of oral but clichéd texts [those that are reproduced,
not those that are created in the process of com-
munication]. So it becomes inevitable to turn to the
achievements of narratology.

Modern research in the field of cultural anthropol-
ogy also does not miss the topic of the experiences
of war that man had to go through. Undoubtedly, a
valuable source for our study is the British scientific
journal “The Journal of War and Culture Studies”,
which focuses on the cultural and anthropological
study of the “scars of war”. Most publications high-
light how war is reflected in works of art, which ulti-
mately helps to see the experience of violence that
has remained unnoticed so far [32]. Some articles
are based on the analysis of the oral narratives of
people who survived the war. Janet Jacob and Aida
Rogonich Cruickshank’s study is based on interviews
with Bosnian Muslims who were children and expe-
rienced violence during the war. It is important for
us that the authors touch on children’s memories of

the mother as the basis of their emotional stability. It
was the mother’s activity that determined the survival
and safety strategies of the children who found them-
selves in the conflict zone [15].

Simona Tobia [2016] tries to analyze the relation-
ship between war and culture during and after World
War Il in an article on the memories of captured ser-
vicemen who were traumatized by interrogations [31].
The experience of “disadvantaged generations” [i.e.
young participants in the conflict in Northern Ireland]
is studied in an article by Lucy Newby. The article
is significant because it traces the influence of folk
memory of this period on the ways of expressing per-
sonal memories [22]. Articles published in the journal
also raise questions about recorded forms of autobio-
graphical interviews. Details of everyday life reflected
in the diary of a German Jew during the Third Reich
are analyzed in the article by Roger Woods [33]. So,
the publications in the journal demonstrate the diver-
sity of research interests in the narratives of people
who survived the war.

Examples of thoughtful cultural and anthropologi-
cal analysis of autobiographical narratives of the Lviv
intelligentsia can be found in the book by E. Narvse-
lius [21]. Women’s narratives about the experience
of Stalin’s concentration camps became the basis
for writing a fundamental anthropological study by
Oksana Kis, which analyzed strategies for preserving
Ukrainian women’s basic social identities [16].

Conclusions. Thus, there is a clear division by
fields of knowledge in the study of narratives about
the war experience: folklorists mostly focus on
philological problems, study the poetics of the text,
specialists in cultural anthropology focus on texts as
presentations of the first type of cultural tradition.
At the same time the application of combination
of philological and anthropological methods to the
research material will allow to perform tasks and
draw conclusions that have not yet been the subject
of the scientific study.
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Jlagamyxk O. B., Capunn T. O., Ckyparko T. M. JOCJIJPKEHHS JOCBIJAIB BIMHU
B YKPATHCBHKIN 1 3APYBIKHIN ®OJIbKJIOPUCTHUILII
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cneyianicmu y 2anysi KyIbmypHOi aHmMponono2ii npudilaioms yeacy mexkcmy, K npe3eHmayii neeHoeo muny
Kyiemyproi mpaouyii. Boonouac sacmocysanns 00 mamepiany Komoinayii hinonociynux ma aHmpononociyHux
MemoouK 00360 1UMb BUKOHAMU 3A80AHHS | 3pOOUMU BUCHOBKU, SIKI 00CI He OYU npeOMemom Yeazu y HAyKOBOMY
ceimi.

Kniouogi cnosa: docsiou gitinu, napamus, orvKiopucmuxa, anmpononozis, agmooiozcpaghis.
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