
H I S TO R Y

Mythology and Its Place in History
What myth actually does for the people who tell it, and where the
boundary between myth and history really sits — from King Arthur
and Rome's Romulus to the Lost Cause, the Trojan War, Manifest

Destiny, and state-manufactured 20th-century propaganda, closing
with a full toolkit applied to Switzerland's own William Tell legend.
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Mythology and Its Place in History
Chapter 1 · What Is Myth, and How Does It Differ From History?

Extending the site's own History Subject with a course about myth's real,

functional role inside real historical processes — not a catalogue of individual

mythologies (Classic Literature already covers those from a literary angle,

and History of the Universe's own Chapter 2 covers them from a cosmological

one), but the sharper, harder question: what does myth actually do to the

historical record, and where exactly does the boundary between the two

genuinely sit?

The Everyday Mistake This Course Starts By

Correcting

In ordinary speech, calling something "a myth" means calling it false. That usage is

completely absent from how scholars of religion, folklore, and history actually define

the term. The scholarly definition of myth turns on function and narrative role, not on

whether the events described really happened — Wikipedia's own summary of the

academic consensus states this directly: "the veracity of a piece of folklore is entirely

irrelevant to determining whether it constitutes a myth." A myth is, in this technical

sense, a sacred narrative that a culture treats as authoritative — a story of origins, of

gods, or of the fundamental order of the world — regardless of whether a single word

of it is independently verifiable.

WHY THIS MATTERS BEFORE CHAPTER 2 EVEN STARTS

If "myth" simply meant "false story," this course would just be a list of ancient

errors. It isn't. The real, scholarly question this course is built around is: what is this

narrative doing for the people who tell it, and how does that function interact with

the documented historical record around it? That question survives regardless of

whether the myth in question turns out to be entirely invented, partly accurate, or

something genuinely in between.
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Myth, Legend, Folktale, History: Four Genuinely

Different Things

Folklorists draw real, working distinctions between four categories that popular usage

tends to blur together. None of the distinctions rest on factual accuracy — they rest on

setting, subject, and the culture's own stance toward the story.

Category Setting Typical Subject Culture's Own Stance

Myth Primordial time, before

ordinary history begins

Gods, demigods, the

origin of the world

or a people

Sacred — treated as

authoritative religious or

cosmological truth

Legend The more recent, semi-

historical past

Human

protagonists, often

a real or plausible

figure

Believed to have really

happened, but not

treated as sacred

Folktale An unspecified, often

deliberately vague

"once upon a time"

Ordinary people,

animals, tricksters

Explicitly understood as

fiction, told for

entertainment or moral

instruction

History Chronologically fixed,

situated in documented

human time

Verifiable events

and named

individuals

Evaluated against

evidence and rival

accounts, not accepted on

authority

The real, load-bearing distinction between myth and history isn't about truth content

at all — it's about method. A historical account depends on comparing rival versions of

events against each other and against physical evidence, a process that generally

requires writing so that competing claims about the past can actually be recorded and

checked. A myth doesn't need that apparatus to do its own job; its authority comes

from the culture's own acceptance, not from surviving a comparison against a rival

account.

What Myth Actually Does: Four Real Functions
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The most influential framework for what myth actually accomplishes for the people

who tell it comes from the American mythologist Joseph Campbell, whose real four-

function model is still the standard starting point in comparative mythology today.

1. MYSTICAL

Inspires a genuine sense of awe

toward the sheer mystery of existence

— Campbell called this "the most

distinctive" function, aimed at a felt

experience rather than an intellectual

explanation.

2. COSMOLOGICAL

Provides a working picture of the

universe that connects a culture's own

everyday experience to that larger

mystery — a real cosmology, tuned to

what the culture already knows and

observes.

3. SOCIOLOGICAL

Validates and reinforces a society's

own moral order, shaping individuals

to fit its specific norms — this is the

function most directly relevant to

Chapter 2's own political-legitimation

material.

4. PSYCHOLOGICAL
(PEDAGOGICAL)

Guides a person through life's real

stages — birth, adolescence, maturity,

death — within the specific meaning-

structure of their own culture.

Campbell considered this the most

constant across every human society.

A fifth, closely related function shows up constantly across real mythologies without

needing Campbell's own framework to name it: the etiological function — myths

that exist specifically to explain why something is the way it is. Why does a particular

mountain have that shape? Why does this people group speak this language and not

another? Etiological myths answer real "why" questions the same way a modern

explanation would, just through narrative rather than mechanism.

A Live Case: Was There Really a King Arthur?

Rather than describe the myth/history boundary in the abstract, it's worth watching it

actually blur in a single, well-documented case — one this course won't return to in

depth later, so it can do its full job right here.
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THE REAL, SURVIVING SOURCES

Gildas, writing in the 6th century in De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae,

describes a real British military victory over Anglo-Saxon invaders at a place

called Badon — but his own Latin never names a commander at all. The figure

he credits with scourging the Saxons just before this period is a different named

individual, Ambrosius Aurelianus. Arthur himself first appears by name in the

surviving record only around 828 CE, in Nennius's Historia Brittonum —

roughly three centuries after the events it claims to describe — where he's

credited with winning twelve battles against the Saxons, Badon among them, as

a war leader rather than a king.

Per the current scholarly consensus on the historicity of King Arthur, specialists on

post-Roman Britain generally treat Arthur as a mythological or folkloric figure — most

likely an amalgamation of several real war leaders, oral tradition, and later invention,

rather than one documented individual. What makes this case genuinely useful, rather

than just another debunking, is the shape of the evidence itself: a real historical event

(a British victory at Badon) is solidly attested by a contemporary or near-

contemporary source, while the specific hero later attached to it is a documented,

three-century-later accretion onto that real event.

A PATTERN THIS COURSE WILL MEET AGAIN

"A real event survives in the record, and a later tradition attaches a specific hero,

cause, or divine origin to it" is exactly the shape Chapter 2's political-legitimation

myths take, and it's exactly the shape Chapter 6's own investigation of the Trojan

War will test against physical archaeology rather than textual dating. Arthur is this

course's first, cleanest example of that pattern — not its last.

An Analytical Toolkit for the Rest of This Course

Every remaining chapter reuses a small set of real, reusable questions rather than

inventing a new method each time. Naming them here means later chapters can

simply apply them rather than re-derive them.
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WHO BENEFITS?

A myth that legitimizes political

power — Chapter 2's own subject — is

worth asking who actually gains

authority, land, or obedience from the

story being believed.

HOW WAS IT TRANSMITTED?

Oral tradition and written record

preserve and distort information in

genuinely different ways — Chapter

5's own dedicated subject, and

directly relevant to why Arthur's

three-century gap matters.

IS THERE A EUHEMERISTIC
READING?

Could this myth be a distorted

memory of a real, later-deified

individual, rather than an invention

from nothing? Chapter 3 gives this

real, ancient theory its own full

treatment.

WHAT DOES THE PHYSICAL
RECORD SAY?

Where archaeology or independent

documentation exists, does it

corroborate, complicate, or simply fail

to touch the mythic account at all?

Chapter 6's own central method.

A Preview: Where the Course Is Headed

Chapter Real Case

2 Rome's Romulus and Remus, and Japan's imperial descent from Amaterasu —

myth as political legitimation

3 Euhemerism — the ancient theory that gods were originally real, later-deified

kings

4 The American Civil War's own "Lost Cause" myth reshaping documented

historical memory

5 What oral tradition can, and can't, reliably preserve as a historical source

6 Schliemann, Hisarlik, and whether the Trojan War really happened

7 Manifest Destiny and colonial mythologizing
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Chapter Real Case

8 State-manufactured political mythology in Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union

9 Herodotus, Thucydides, and the real development of critical historical method

10 Capstone — applying this course's own toolkit to Switzerland's real William

Tell legend

GETTING A HEAD START ON CHAPTER 9

A precise correction worth planting early: Cicero really is the verified source of

"father of history" for Herodotus. The counter-label "father of lies," though inspired

by real ancient criticism from Plutarch, wasn't actually coined until the Renaissance

— by the Spanish humanist Juan Luis Vives, roughly 1,500 years after Herodotus

wrote. The popular version of that quote's own history is itself a small myth about

mythology's own harshest critic.

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

If veracity genuinely doesn't determine

whether something counts as a myth,

what do you think should? Try

applying the scholarly definition to a

story from your own culture that you'd

never have called a "myth" before

reading this chapter.

REFLECTION 2

The real Battle of Badon is attested; the

specific hero later attached to it is not.

Can you think of another case — from

any culture — where a real event seems

to have collected a legendary figure

onto itself well after the fact?

REFLECTION 3

Campbell's four functions were built

mainly from religious mythology. Do

you think they still hold up for a

modern, secular national myth — and
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if some of them don't apply, which

ones survive the translation?

Quick Reference — Chapter 1

Scholarly myth definitions are veracity-independent — a story's truth content

plays no role in whether it counts as a myth

Myth, legend, folktale, and history are distinguished by setting, subject, and a

culture's own stance toward the story, not by factual accuracy

Joseph Campbell's real four functions of myth: mystical, cosmological,

sociological, psychological (pedagogical) — plus the closely related etiological

function

King Arthur: a real, attested battle (Badon, per Gildas) with a specific hero first

named roughly three centuries later (Nennius) — a clean, well-documented case

of the myth/history boundary in action

This course's own reusable toolkit: who benefits, how was it transmitted, is there a

euhemeristic reading, and what does the physical record say

"Father of lies" for Herodotus is a real Renaissance-era coinage (Juan Luis Vives),

not an ancient one — a correction Chapter 9 will use directly

What's Next

Chapter 2: Myth as Political Legitimation: Founding Myths & Divine Rule.
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CHAPTER 2 :  MY TH AS POLITICAL LEGITIMATION:  FOUNDING MY THS & DIVINE RULE

Mythology and Its Place in History
Chapter 2 · Myth as Political Legitimation: Founding Myths & Divine Rule

Chapter 1 built a four-question toolkit — who benefits, how was it transmitted,

is there a euhemeristic reading, what does the physical record say — without

yet putting real weight on any of it. This chapter runs the first question hard,

against two founding myths separated by a continent, a millennium, and a

religion, and finds the same real political mechanism working underneath

both.

Rome: A Fratricide at the Foundation

THE STORY, AND WHEN IT WAS ACTUALLY WRITTEN DOWN

Twin brothers, abandoned as infants and suckled by a she-wolf, grow up to

found a city on the site of their rescue — then quarrel over its exact location, and

Romulus kills Remus. Rome's own traditional founding date, 753 BCE, is

centuries older than the myth's own earliest surviving written account. The first

known written version comes from Fabius Pictor, writing in the late 3rd century

BCE — meaning the story existed in some oral or partial form for thirty-plus

generations before anyone wrote it down, and the versions that survive (via

Livy, Plutarch, and others) genuinely disagree with each other on real details.

Romans and Greek writers alike knew several different tellings, not one fixed,

authoritative account.

A DIRECT PAYOFF OF CHAPTER 1'S OWN TOOLKIT

That instability — multiple competing versions rather than one canonical text — is

exactly what you'd expect from a myth built by real oral transmission across

centuries, per Chapter 1's own "how was it transmitted" question. A founding myth

invented and fixed in writing all at once tends to stay uniform; one that survives
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thirty generations of retelling before being written down tends to fracture into

variants. Romulus and Remus show the second pattern clearly.

Who Actually Benefited? Augustus's Real,

Documented Answer

The myth's real political payoff shows up most clearly roughly seven centuries after its

own traditional setting, in the settlement that ended Rome's civil wars. In 27 BCE, the

Roman Senate voted Octavian a new honorific name. He had reportedly wanted, and

seriously considered, one specific alternative first: Romulus.

WHY "ROMULUS" WAS ACTUALLY REJECTED — A REAL POLITICAL RISK, NOT JUST
A PREFERENCE

Romulus had been a king — and, in the darker layer of his own myth, one later

senators were said to have murdered before he was deified. After Julius Caesar's

own real assassination by senators just a few years earlier, "Romulus" carried an

uncomfortably specific echo neither Octavian nor his advisors wanted attached to

the new regime. The name that won instead, Augustus, avoided monarchy's own

toxic associations in Rome while still letting him claim the founder's mantle through

other means.

And Octavian did claim that mantle, deliberately and visibly. He built his own

residence on the Palatine Hill specifically because tradition held that Romulus himself

had once lived there, restoring existing houses rather than raising a showy new palace

— a real, physical, daily-visible claim that he was continuing Romulus's own founding

work after his own civil war, exactly the way Romulus had supposedly brought order

out of an earlier chaos. Coordinated literature from Virgil, Horace, and Livy

reinforced the same message in print. Rejecting the name "Romulus" and claiming

everything the name stood for anyway is itself a real, telling data point: the myth's

political value didn't require literally taking the founder's name, only being seen to

inherit his role.

Japan: A Sun Goddess, and a Succession War
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THE KOJIKI AND NIHON SHOKI, 712 AND 720 CE

Japan's imperial house traces its own line to Amaterasu, the sun goddess,

through her grandson Ninigi-no-Mikoto and down to Emperor Jimmu,

traditionally counted as the first human emperor. This genealogy survives in

two real, dated texts: the Kojiki (712 CE) and the Nihon Shoki (720 CE) — and

both were commissioned by a specific, real, named ruler with a specific, real,

urgent reason to want them written.

Emperor Tenmu, who ordered the compilation project, had come to power through

the Jinshin War of 672 CE — a real, violent succession conflict, not a peaceful

transition. According to the Kojiki's own preface, Tenmu complained that the existing

genealogical records of the imperial and courtier houses had already been "altered and

falsified," and ordered a court reciter, Hieda no Are, to memorize the correct imperial

genealogy and a body of traditional narratives, later transcribed into the texts that

survive today. By tracing the imperial line directly back to Amaterasu herself, the

court reframed Tenmu's own contested, recently-fought-for authority as sacred and

inevitable — a lineage question settled by divine descent, not by whichever army had

actually won the most recent war.

THE SAME MECHANISM, TWICE, INDEPENDENTLY

Rome's own founding myth was activated for maximum political use right after a

civil war ended (Augustus, 27 BCE); Japan's own founding myth was formally

written down right after a civil war ended (Tenmu, within a few decades of 672 CE).

Neither ruler invented their myth from nothing — both inherited an existing

tradition and deployed or fixed it at the exact moment their own legitimacy was

most in question. This is Chapter 1's "who benefits" question, answered identically

in two unrelated cultures under near-identical real political pressure.

The Myth's Long Afterlife: 1868 to 1946

Amaterasu's genealogy didn't stay a settled 8th-century matter. The Meiji Restoration

of 1868 revived and centralized State Shinto specifically around the emperor's own
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divine ancestry, using the same centuries-old text to underwrite a modern nationalist

ideology. That use continued through the Second World War, until a real, dated

document brought it to a formal, documented end.

THE HUMANITY DECLARATION, 1 JANUARY 1946

At the request of the Allied occupation authority, Emperor Hirohito issued an

imperial rescript, later known as the Ningen-sengen ("Humanity Declaration"),

stating that the bond between emperor and people did not rest on "the false

conception that the Emperor is divine." The declaration explicitly disavowed the

mythological basis of that claimed divinity — the same Kojiki/Nihon Shoki

genealogy Tenmu's court had first fixed in writing nearly 1,250 years earlier.

A REAL COMPLICATION WORTH NAMING HONESTLY

The declaration's own wording is narrower than it's often remembered as being.

Hirohito specifically denied being an akitsumikami — a deity manifest in human

form — a term chosen at the occupation authority's own request. Some scholars

have pointed out this leaves untouched a separate, older concept, arahitogami

("living god"), meaning the rescript's real scope is genuinely debated rather than a

single, clean renunciation of "divinity" in general. A founding myth's political use

rarely ends with one tidy document — it winds down, with real, contested edges, the

same way it was built up.

Running the Toolkit Side by Side

Rome — Romulus & Remus
Japan — Descent from

Amaterasu

Myth's own

claimed setting

753 BCE, city founding Mythic age, before Emperor

Jimmu
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Rome — Romulus & Remus
Japan — Descent from
Amaterasu

Earliest

surviving

written

account

Late 3rd century BCE (Fabius Pictor) 712 CE (Kojiki)

Who benefited,

and when

Augustus, after the civil wars, 27 BCE Emperor Tenmu, after the

Jinshin War, 672 CE onward

How the myth

was used

politically

Architectural/physical claim (the

Palatine Hill), literary propaganda, a

near-adoption of the founder's own

name

Formal written genealogy

commissioned by the court

itself, later revived by State

Shinto (1868–1945)

How (or

whether) the

political claim

ended

Faded gradually with the Empire

itself; never formally renounced

Formally, if narrowly,

renounced in a dated 1946

document

What This Does — and Doesn't — Establish

A claim this evidence supports A claim it does not support

Both myths were genuinely,

documentedly activated for political

benefit at a moment of real instability

Either myth was invented purely for that

political purpose and had no independent

existence beforehand

Augustus's real, documented near-

adoption of "Romulus" shows how

directly a founding myth could be

claimed

Every Roman emperor after Augustus used

the myth the same deliberate way

The 1946 Humanity Declaration is a real,

dated formal renunciation with a

specific, narrow scope

It settled every question about the emperor's

own status once and for all — the scholarly

debate over arahitogami shows it didn't
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Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Augustus wanted the name "Romulus"

but took the risk-free alternative

instead, while still claiming everything

the name stood for. Can you think of a

modern political figure who's done

something similar — invoking a

legitimizing symbol without formally

claiming its most loaded version?

REFLECTION 2

Both myths were "activated" right after

a civil war. Does that timing make you

more or less inclined to trust the

myth's own claimed ancient origin —

and why might a ruler prefer reviving

an old story over inventing a new one

from scratch?

REFLECTION 3

The Humanity Declaration's own

narrow wording (akitsumikami, not

arahitogami) left real ambiguity

standing. Why do you think a political

renunciation of a founding myth might

be deliberately incomplete, rather than

a clean, total break?

Quick Reference — Chapter 2

Romulus and Remus: Rome's traditional founding date is 753 BCE, but the

earliest surviving written account (Fabius Pictor) dates only to the late 3rd

century BCE — centuries of oral transmission producing genuinely divergent

variant versions

Augustus really did consider taking the name "Romulus" in 27 BCE, but rejected it

as too close to Julius Caesar's own recent assassination by senators — then

claimed the founder's role anyway via his Palatine Hill residence and coordinated

literary propaganda

Japan's Kojiki (712 CE) and Nihon Shoki (720 CE) were commissioned by

Emperor Tenmu after the real, violent Jinshin War of 672 CE, tracing his own line
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back to Amaterasu to settle a contested succession as divinely ordained rather

than merely won by force

State Shinto revived this same genealogy for modern nationalist use starting in

1868, ending (narrowly, and with real scholarly debate over its exact scope) in

Emperor Hirohito's 1 January 1946 Humanity Declaration

The same real mechanism — a founding myth activated for political benefit at a

moment of instability — appears independently in both cultures

What's Next

Chapter 3: Euhemerism: When Myths Are Read as Distorted History.
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CHAPTER 3 :  EUHEMERISM:  WHEN MY THS ARE READ AS DISTORTED HISTORY

Mythology and Its Place in History
Chapter 3 · Euhemerism: When Myths Are Read as Distorted History

Chapter 1's own toolkit included a third question: is there a euhemeristic

reading — could this myth be a distorted memory of a real, later-deified

individual, rather than an invention from nothing? That question has a name

because one real ancient writer built an entire theory around it. This chapter

gives that theory its own history, then tests it against two real modern cases

— one where it holds up cleanly, and one where it led a respected scholar

badly astray.

Euhemerus's Real, Original Argument

THE SACRED HISTORY (HIERA ANAGRAPHE), EARLY 3RD CENTURY BCE

Euhemerus of Messene wrote a work — sometimes rendered "Sacred History,"

sometimes "Sacred Inscription" — that survives today only in fragments, quoted

by the later historian Diodorus Siculus, and in a Latin translation by the Roman

poet Ennius (239–169 BCE). Euhemerus framed it as a first-person travel

account: sent, he claimed, by the Macedonian king Cassander (whose own real

reign, 305–297 BCE, is what lets historians date Euhemerus at all), he sails to

an island called Panchaea and there finds inscriptions proving that the

Olympian gods — Zeus, Cronus, Uranus among them — were originally real,

mortal kings, later worshipped as gods once their fame outlived them.

The theory this book gave its name to — euhemerism — makes one specific, testable

claim: a myth can be a distorted historical memory, with a real individual underneath

its divine or legendary trappings. That's a genuinely different claim from simply

saying "myths are made up." Euhemerus wasn't debunking the gods as fiction; he was

proposing a real historical mechanism — fame, then legend, then worship — by which

a real person becomes a myth.
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An Ironic Second Life: Weaponized by Christianity

Euhemerus's own theory had first been useful to Hellenistic kings looking to justify

divine kingship for themselves — if Zeus was once a real, great king, then a living

king's own claim to god-adjacent status looked less far-fetched. Roughly five centuries

later, the same theory did the exact opposite political work.

LACTANTIUS TURNS EUHEMERUS AGAINST PAGANISM ITSELF

Lactantius's Divine Institutes (written 303–311 CE, the first full Latin defense of

Christian theology) directly quotes Ennius's own translation of Euhemerus to argue

that Saturn, Jupiter, and the rest of the pagan pantheon were nothing more than

deified mortal kings and heroes — real tombs, Lactantius claimed, still marked

where several of them had actually died. If the pagan gods were only glorified dead

men, Lactantius's argument ran, they were categorically inferior to a genuinely

divine Christian God. Augustine later embraced the identical reading. The same

interpretive tool that once flattered pagan kings became, centuries later, one of

Christianity's own sharpest weapons against paganism.

Modern Case 1: A Real King Underneath the Epic

GILGAMESH — FIFTH KING OF URUK

The Sumerian King List (compiled c. 2100 BCE) names Gilgamesh as the fifth

ruler of Uruk's first dynasty, son of Lugalbanda, reigning during the Early

Dynastic period (c. 2900–2350 BCE). This isn't only a literary claim: building

inscriptions credit a real Gilgamesh with constructing Uruk's own great walls,

and he's independently mentioned alongside another separately-attested ruler,

King Enmebaragesi of Kish (c. 2700 BCE) — two different real sources cross-

confirming a real king by that name, in that place, around that time.

A PRECISE, DISCIPLINED EUHEMERISTIC FINDING — NOT A BLANK CHECK

A real king named Gilgamesh almost certainly existed and ruled Uruk. That's

genuinely well-evidenced. It is a completely separate claim to say any specific
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episode of the Epic of Gilgamesh — the journey to the Cedar Forest, the fight with

Humbaba, the flood narrative — actually happened. No archaeological evidence

supports the epic's own events. Euhemerism at its best draws exactly this line: the

man behind the myth can be real without the myth's own plot being history.

Modern Case 2: When the Method Overreaches

ARTHUR EVANS, KNOSSOS & KING MINOS

At the turn of the 20th century, Arthur Evans excavated a genuinely enormous

Bronze Age palace complex at Knossos on Crete, and named the civilization he'd

uncovered "Minoan" after the mythical King Minos — a real, disciplined

euhemerism-style move: the myth of a great palace and a labyrinthine king

pointed toward a real, excavatable site, and it was there. So far, this looks like a

clean success for the method.

WHERE EVANS'S OWN READING WENT WRONG — AND HOW HE DEFENDED IT

Evans went further: he insisted the Minoans, despite their own evident success and

sophistication, must have spoken their own native, non-Greek language —

reasoning, in effect, that so accomplished a people wouldn't have needed to borrow

their rivals' tongue. When Cambridge archaeologist A.J.B. Wace argued instead that

the palace's own Linear B tablets were an early form of Greek, Evans used his real

institutional authority to exclude Wace from excavations and force his retirement

from the British School in Athens — a scholar's own theoretical commitment

overriding open dissent. Evans died without seeing the question resolved. In 1952,

Michael Ventris — working from research by Alice Kober and with John Chadwick —

deciphered Linear B and confirmed it was, in fact, an early form of Greek,

overturning Evans's own theory after his death and proving the "Minoans" were

Greek-speaking Mycenaeans after all.

Evans's real mistake wasn't using euhemerism — the myth genuinely did point to a

real palace, a real Bronze Age civilization, a real archaeological triumph. His mistake

was treating one specific, unproven extension of that reading (the language question)
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as settled, and then using his own authority to silence the person who turned out to be

right.

The Method's Real Limits

Gilgamesh Minos / Knossos

What the myth

pointed toward

A real king of a real city A real palace on a real island

Independent

corroboration

The Sumerian King List, building

inscriptions, a separately-attested

contemporary ruler

The excavated palace complex

itself, and its Linear B tablets

Where

euhemerism held

A real man behind the legendary

name

A real site behind the

legendary setting

Where it

overreached

Not claimed — the epic's own plot

was never asserted as history

Evans's own added, unproven

claim that the palace's own

language must be non-Greek

A FORWARD REFERENCE, NOT A REPEAT

A third, even more famous case of a myth pointing toward a real, excavatable site —

the Trojan War and Heinrich Schliemann's own excavation of Hisarlik — gets a full

chapter of its own later in this course (Chapter 6), since it deserves the same

detailed, physical-evidence treatment Gilgamesh and Knossos just received. This

chapter deliberately leaves it for then.

What This Does — and Doesn't — Establish

A claim this evidence supports A claim it does not support

Euhemerism is a genuinely testable,

real historical method, not just a

debunking reflex

Every myth conceals a real individual or place —

some genuinely don't, and the method can't tell

you which in advance
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A claim this evidence supports A claim it does not support

Gilgamesh's real historicity as a king

of Uruk is well-corroborated by

independent sources

The epic's own narrated events are historically

accurate

Evans's identification of Knossos with

the Minos legend was a real

archaeological success

Every specific claim a scholar layers onto a

confirmed myth is equally well-supported —

Evans's own language theory shows it isn't

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Euhemerus's theory served Hellenistic

kings and, centuries later, Christian

apologists arguing the exact opposite

point. What do you think it says about

an interpretive method that it can be

turned to such different political uses

without changing its own actual claim?

REFLECTION 2

Evans used real institutional power to

suppress a rival theory that turned out

to be correct. How much should a

scholar's own confidence in an

interpretation — even a well-evidenced

one — be allowed to shape whether

dissenting evidence gets a fair hearing?

REFLECTION 3

Gilgamesh's real historicity rests on

independent corroboration — the King

List, inscriptions, a separately-attested

contemporary. If a myth's central

figure has no such corroboration at all,

what do you think that absence itself

tells a historian?

Quick Reference — Chapter 3

Euhemerus (early 3rd century BCE) wrote the Sacred History, arguing the

Olympian gods were originally real, later-deified mortal kings — surviving only via
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Diodorus Siculus and Ennius's Latin translation

The theory served opposite political purposes across history: justifying Hellenistic

divine kingship, then, via Lactantius's Divine Institutes (303–311 CE), attacking

paganism itself

Gilgamesh: a real, independently corroborated king of Uruk (Sumerian King List,

building inscriptions, a separately-attested contemporary ruler) — though nothing

corroborates the epic's own narrated events

Arthur Evans correctly linked Knossos to the Minos legend, but wrongly insisted

the Minoans spoke a non-Greek language, suppressing a rival scholar (A.J.B.

Wace) whose Greek-language theory Michael Ventris's real 1952 Linear B

decipherment later confirmed

Euhemerism's real limit: confirming a myth points to something real never

automatically validates every specific claim built on top of that confirmation

What's Next

Chapter 4: National Myths & the Construction of Identity.
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CHAPTER 4 :  NATIONAL MY THS & THE CONSTRUCTION OF IDENTIT Y

Mythology and Its Place in History
Chapter 4 · National Myths & the Construction of Identity

Every case so far has needed careful reconstruction across centuries of gap

between an event and its surviving record. This chapter breaks that pattern

deliberately: a national myth built inside the age of newspapers, named

authors, and dated organizational minutes — one where the "physical record"

Chapter 1's own toolkit asks about isn't buried archaeology, but documents the

myth's own architects could have simply read.

A Myth With a Named Author and a Publication Date

EDWARD A. POLLARD, THE LOST CAUSE: A NEW SOUTHERN HISTORY OF THE WAR OF
THE CONFEDERATES (1866)

Barely a year after Confederate surrender, journalist Edward Pollard published

a three-volume history that gave the movement its own permanent name —

reportedly at his New York publisher's own suggestion, who worried Pollard's

original title wouldn't sell. Pollard's book set the template later generations

would fill in: the war reframed as a noble, doomed defense of "states' rights"

against Northern aggression, slavery's own role minimized or reframed as a

benevolent institution, and Confederate leaders cast as tragic heroes rather than

defeated rebels. It was, from the start, read across the South not as one man's

interpretation, but as history itself.

The Physical Record the Myth Had to Ignore

Chapter 1's toolkit asks what the physical record says. Here, unusually, that record

didn't need to be excavated — it had already been published, in the Confederacy's own

words, before the war even began.
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MISSISSIPPI'S OWN 1861 DECLARATION OF SECESSION

Mississippi's own secession ordinance states directly: "our position is thoroughly

identified with the institution of slavery — the greatest material interest of the

world." The document goes on to frame Northern efforts against slavery's

expansion, the Fugitive Slave Act, and abolitionism as the state's real, stated

grievances. Three other states — South Carolina, Georgia, and Texas — published

comparable declarations naming slavery as their own central cause. These aren't

later historians' interpretations; they're the seceding states' own contemporaneous,

published reasoning.

ALEXANDER STEPHENS'S CORNERSTONE SPEECH, 21 MARCH 1861

One month after becoming Confederate Vice President, Alexander Stephens told an

audience in Savannah that the Confederacy's new constitution had settled, once and

for all, "the proper status of the negro in our form of civilization. This was the

immediate cause of the late rupture and present revolution." He called slavery and

white supremacy the Confederacy's own literal "cornerstone." A sitting Confederate

vice president, on the record, named slavery as the cause — five years before

Pollard's book claimed otherwise.

Building the Institutional Engine: 1894 Onward

THE UNITED DAUGHTERS OF THE CONFEDERACY

Founded in Nashville on 10 September 1894, the UDC took Pollard's own

narrative and gave it two real, durable delivery mechanisms: physical

monuments across the South, and direct control over what Southern

schoolchildren read. The organization developed formal guidelines for what

could and couldn't appear in textbooks, and publishers who wanted access to

Southern school markets largely had to comply — a documented case of a

private organization shaping curriculum content at scale, not through

legislation, but through market leverage over publishers.
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A DIRECT PAYOFF OF CHAPTER 1'S OWN "HOW WAS IT TRANSMITTED" QUESTION

Unlike Rome's Romulus myth or Japan's Amaterasu genealogy, this one wasn't

preserved by generations of oral retelling before being fixed in writing. It was built,

deliberately, in reverse: written first (Pollard, 1866), then institutionalized (the

UDC, from 1894), then physically monumentalized and taught — a myth engineered

top-down rather than one that accumulated organically from the ground up.

When the Monuments Actually Went Up

If Confederate monuments were simply war memorials, dedication dates would

cluster in the years right after 1865. The real, documented pattern is genuinely

different — and the timing itself is evidence about what the monuments were actually

for.

Period
Share of All Confederate Monument

Dedications
Real Political Context

1865–

1885

~3% (mostly cemetery grave

markers)

The immediate postwar decades — the

actual period of mourning

1900–

1914

~18%, the first real peak Jim Crow legal segregation being

consolidated across the South

1915–

1945

~17%, a sustained second wave Continued Jim Crow enforcement

1961–

1964

~8%, a sharp secondary spike

(peaking at 45 monuments in

1963)

The Civil War centennial, overlapping

directly with the Civil Rights Movement

Only about 3% of documented monuments went up in the two decades that actually

followed the war. The real peaks — roughly four decades later, then again roughly a

century later — line up precisely with two periods when Black civil rights were under

direct, contemporaneous political challenge. A monument dated 1911 or 1963 isn't

simply commemorating 1865; per this timing, it's making a claim about the present

moment it was actually built in.
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The Myth's Most Troubling Success: Capturing the

Historians Themselves

DAVID BLIGHT, RACE AND REUNION: THE CIVIL WAR IN AMERICAN MEMORY

Historian David Blight's own study documents something more unsettling than

popular memory being fooled: from roughly the 1870s through the 1960s, "states'

rights, not slavery" became accepted wisdom not just in Southern popular culture,

but among professional American historians themselves, taught from grade school

through college nationwide. Blight traces this to a real, conscious postwar

reconciliation between white Union and Confederate veterans — one that,

deliberately or not, achieved sectional peace specifically by erasing slavery's own

central role from the shared national story both sides could agree to tell.

Measuring the Myth's Real, Present-Day Reach

Unlike Chapter 1's King Arthur or Chapter 3's Gilgamesh, this myth's own persistence

can be measured directly, with a survey instrument, in living memory.

PEW RESEARCH CENTER, 2011

Around the Civil War's 150th anniversary, Pew found that by a 48%-to-38% margin,

more Americans said states' rights, rather than slavery, was the war's main cause.

The age breakdown is the genuinely striking part: Americans 65 and older were the

group most likely to correctly identify slavery as the main cause (50% to 34%), while

Americans under 30 — the most recently educated cohort at the time — were the

most likely of any age group to say states' rights (60%). By this measure, a myth first

published in 1866 was, if anything, gaining ground in its most recently schooled

audience nearly 150 years later.

Running Chapter 1's Toolkit Against a Myth It Wasn't

Built For
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Toolkit Question How It Applies Here

Who benefits? A white Southern political establishment, both maintaining social

order during Jim Crow and defending it again during the Civil

Rights era, per the monument-timing evidence above

How was it

transmitted?

Deliberately, top-down, and institutionally — a book, then an

organization, then monuments and textbooks — the reverse of

oral-tradition myths like Arthur or Amaterasu

Is there a

euhemeristic

reading?

Not applicable — this tool is built for a myth with an unclear

human origin behind a legendary figure; here, the origin is fully

documented and named (Pollard, 1866)

What does the

physical record

say?

It directly contradicts the myth — Mississippi's own secession

declaration and Stephens's own Cornerstone Speech predate and

disprove the "not about slavery" claim by five years

A GENUINE METHODOLOGICAL FINDING, NOT JUST A HISTORICAL ONE

Not every tool in Chapter 1's kit fits every myth — euhemerism has nothing to offer a

myth with a fully documented human author. That's worth noting honestly rather

than forcing a fit: a good analytical toolkit tells you which questions are relevant to a

given case, not just how to answer all four every time.

What This Does — and Doesn't — Establish

A claim this evidence supports A claim it does not support

The Lost Cause narrative directly

contradicts the Confederacy's own

contemporaneous, documented public

statements

Every individual soldier or family who told

a "states' rights" story afterward was

consciously lying — many genuinely

believed the myth they'd been taught

Confederate monument dedication dates

cluster around real, documented periods

of racial backlash rather than 1865 itself

Every single Confederate monument was

built for that purpose — the small early

cemetery-marker wave (1865–1885) is a

real, different category
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A claim this evidence supports A claim it does not support

The 2011 Pew data shows the myth's real,

measurable persistence in a recent,

specific cohort

Public opinion has been static since 1866 —

the poll captures one moment, not an

unbroken line

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

This myth's own contradicting

evidence (Stephens's Cornerstone

Speech) existed in public record from

before the myth was even published.

Why do you think a documented

contradiction doesn't automatically

stop a myth from taking hold?

REFLECTION 2

Blight's research shows professional

historians, not just the public,

absorbed this myth for nearly a

century. What do you think it would

take for a field of trained experts to

correct a shared factual error that large

and that durable?

REFLECTION 3

The monument-dating pattern — built

decades after the war, at moments of

racial backlash — is itself a form of

evidence. Can you think of a

monument, holiday, or public symbol

from your own country whose actual

dedication date might tell a different

story than the event it claims to

commemorate?

Quick Reference — Chapter 4

Edward Pollard's The Lost Cause (1866) named and founded the myth within a

year of Confederate surrender, minimizing slavery's role and casting the war as a

noble defense against Northern aggression

22/09/2026, 21:19

file:///C:/Users/emuba/AppData/Local/Temp/tmpnbo7zdi8.html 27/66



Mississippi's 1861 secession declaration and Alexander Stephens's 21 March 1861

Cornerstone Speech both directly, publicly named slavery as the war's cause —

years before the myth claimed otherwise

The United Daughters of the Confederacy (founded 1894) institutionalized the

myth via monument-building and real, documented control over Southern

textbook content

Confederate monument dedications spiked in 1900–1914 and 1915–1945 (Jim

Crow) and again in 1961–1964 (Civil Rights era/centennial) — not in the

immediate 1865–1885 postwar period

David Blight's Race and Reunion documents the myth's capture of professional

historians themselves, not just popular memory, from roughly the 1870s to the

1960s

A 2011 Pew poll found 48% of Americans citing states' rights over slavery (38%) as

the war's main cause, with the youngest surveyed cohort (under 30) the most

likely age group to hold that view

What's Next

Chapter 5: Myth in the Absence of Written Records: Oral Tradition as a

Historical Source.
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CHAPTER 5 :  MY TH IN THE ABSENCE OF WRIT TEN RECORDS:  ORAL TRADITION AS A HISTORICAL
SOURCE

Mythology and Its Place in History
Chapter 5 · Myth in the Absence of Written Records: Oral Tradition as a Historical Source

Chapter 1's toolkit asked, as its second question, how a myth was transmitted

— and every chapter since has treated "it survived orally for centuries before

being written down" as a plausible-sounding but unexamined fact. This

chapter examines it directly: what does real evidence say oral tradition can

reliably preserve, and where, precisely, does it break down?

How an Epic Survives Without Being Memorized

Word-for-Word

MILMAN PARRY AND ALBERT LORD, 1933–1935

The Homeric Question — how a poem the length of the Iliad or Odyssey could

have been composed and transmitted before Greek writing was in wide use —

had a real, field-tested answer by the mid-20th century. Milman Parry, and

later his student Albert Lord, traveled to Yugoslavia to study living South Slavic

guslars: oral epic poets who improvised lengthy sung compositions in

performance, accompanied by a single-stringed instrument. Parry identified the

mechanism making this possible — the "formula," a phrase-length building

block reused across singers and poems under matching metrical conditions, not

memorized verbatim but drawn on as shared, flexible inheritance.

WHY THIS MATTERS FOR READING ANY ORAL-DERIVED MYTH

Oral-formulaic composition means a poem can be genuinely re-created, differently,

in every single performance, while still preserving real continuity of character,

structure, and core plot across generations of singers who never met each other. It

explains how something Homer's own scale could exist at all without either a single
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memorizing genius or an unbroken chain of word-perfect transmission — and it sets

up exactly the kind of textual instability Chapter 2 already found in the Romulus

myth's own surviving variants.

A Genuinely Extraordinary Positive Case: 7,000-Year-

Old Memory

PATRICK NUNN AND NICHOLAS REID, AUSTRALIAN GEOGRAPHER, 2016

Geographer Patrick Nunn and linguist Nicholas Reid gathered Aboriginal

Australian oral traditions from 21 separate coastal locations, each describing a

time when the coastline extended much further out than it does today, before

the ocean rose and covered it. For each location, the researchers calculated the

minimum depth of water that would need to be removed for the story's own

described landscape to have been literally dry — then checked that figure

against the independently established post-glacial sea-level curve for Australian

waters. The stories corresponded to real inundation events dated between

roughly 7,250 and 13,070 years ago.

Two features of the evidence make this a genuinely strong case rather than a

coincidence dressed up as one: all 21 stories run in the same direction — sea rising

over previously dry land, never the reverse — and the locations are separated by

enormous distances with distinct, locally specific details, making a single shared

invented source implausible. That's real, independent corroboration across dozens of

communities, pointing to the same real, dated geological process.

AN HONEST CAVEAT, STATED DIRECTLY BY CRITICS OF THE STUDY

Some scholars have noted that a claim this old and this specific can neither be fully

verified nor fully falsified using currently available methods — there's no

independent written record from 7,000 years ago to cross-check the stories against,

only the geology itself. The finding is genuinely striking and well-argued, not proven

beyond all methodological doubt.
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A Cautionary Case: A Genealogy That Rewrote Itself

THE GONJA OF NORTHERN GHANA

At the turn of the 20th century, as the British extended colonial control over

northern Ghana, anthropologists recorded the Gonja people's own founding

tradition: their ancestor Jakpa had seven sons, matching the seven divisional

chiefdoms whose rulers were eligible for the supreme office. Around the same

period, two of those seven divisions genuinely disappeared — one absorbed into

a neighboring division for having backed an invader, another lost to a British

administrative boundary change.

THE GENEALOGY SILENTLY UPDATED ITSELF — AND NO ONE NOTICED

When researchers later checked, the Gonja's own oral tradition had changed to

match: Jakpa was now remembered as having had five sons, corresponding to the

five divisions that actually remained. The Gonja themselves had no awareness their

own story had ever said seven — they believed, sincerely, that there had always been

five sons and five chiefdoms. Anthropologists call this pattern "structural amnesia"

(a term coined by J.A. Barnes): an oral tradition doesn't record the past as a fixed

archive, it continuously re-synchronizes itself to match the community's own

present political structure.

Why These Two Cases Point in Opposite Directions

The Australian and Gonja cases aren't a contradiction — they're evidence about two

genuinely different kinds of oral tradition, carrying two genuinely different real risks.

Coastal Inundation Stories Gonja Founding Genealogy

What the

tradition

tracks

A fixed, one-time physical

event (the sea rising)

An ongoing, living political structure

(who is eligible to rule)
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Coastal Inundation Stories Gonja Founding Genealogy

Incentive to

update the

story

None — the coastline the story

describes no longer exists to

check against

Strong and constant — the

genealogy has to keep justifying who

currently holds power

Result The story stays stable because

nothing in the present

depends on changing it

The story updates continuously

because the present political reality

depends on it matching

A DIRECT PAYOFF OF CHAPTER 4'S OWN MYTH-TIMING EVIDENCE

This is the same underlying principle Chapter 4 found in Confederate monument

dates, just running through oral tradition instead of written stone: a story whose

content still serves an active present-day purpose is the story most likely to be

reshaped to fit that purpose. A story with no ongoing political function — like a

coastline nobody has fought over in seven thousand years — has nothing pulling it

away from its original form.

A Working Rule for Evaluating Any Oral-Derived Myth

DOES IT TRACK A LIVE POLITICAL
QUESTION?

Genealogies, land claims, and

succession rights are exactly the

content most likely to show Gonja-

style structural amnesia — treat these

with real caution.

DOES IT DESCRIBE SOMETHING
NOBODY BENEFITS FROM
CHANGING?

A physical event, a natural

phenomenon, or a detail with no

present-day stake attached is far more

likely to survive transmission intact,

as the Australian case suggests.

IS THERE INDEPENDENT
CORROBORATION?

Twenty-one geographically distant,

mutually independent versions of the
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same claim is real evidence. One

version, however old, is not.

What This Does — and Doesn't — Establish

A claim this evidence supports A claim it does not support

Oral tradition can genuinely, reliably preserve

real information across thousands of years,

under the right conditions

Every old oral tradition is reliable

simply because it's old

Oral-formulaic composition explains how a

long epic could survive and vary without a

single memorizing chain

Formulaic composition guarantees any

specific detail within the epic is

historically accurate

Genealogies and other politically active

traditions are documented to "telescope" and

rewrite themselves to fit present reality

Every genealogy is unreliable — only

the ones still serving a live political

function are shown to be at risk

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

The Gonja genuinely believed their

tradition had always said five sons. If a

community isn't aware its own oral

history has changed, can outsiders ever

fully trust their own family or national

stories about the more distant past?

REFLECTION 2

The Australian sea-level stories

survived, largely unchanged,

specifically because nobody had a

present-day reason to alter them. Can

you think of a story from your own

family or community that might be

unusually stable for the same reason —

because nothing about the present

depends on it saying something

different?

REFLECTION 3
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Parry and Lord studied living oral

poets to understand a 2,700-year-old

written text. What do you think a

historian can, and can't, safely infer

about an ancient oral tradition by

studying a modern one that still exists?

Quick Reference — Chapter 5

Milman Parry and Albert Lord's real 1933–1935 study of Yugoslav guslars

established oral-formulaic theory, explaining how a Homer-length epic could be

composed and re-created across generations without word-for-word

memorization

Nunn and Reid's 2016 study of 21 Australian Aboriginal coastal traditions found

stories matching real, dated post-glacial sea-level rise events 7,250–13,070 years

ago — with an honest note that some scholars consider the claim neither fully

verifiable nor falsifiable

The Gonja of northern Ghana: a founding genealogy of "seven sons" silently

updated to "five sons" once two chiefdoms disappeared around 1900 — with the

community itself unaware the story had ever changed ("structural amnesia," J.A.

Barnes)

The real, working distinction: oral traditions tracking a live political question

(genealogy, succession) are the most vulnerable to unconscious revision; those

describing a fixed event nobody currently benefits from changing are the most

likely to survive intact

Independent corroboration across multiple, distant, unrelated versions is real

evidence; a single surviving version, however old, is not

What's Next

Chapter 6: Did the Trojan War Really Happen? Schliemann, Hisarlik & the

Real, Still-Open Debate.
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CHAPTER 6 :  DID THE TROJAN WAR REALLY HAPPEN? SCHLIEMANN,  HISARLIK & THE REAL,  STILL-OPEN
DEBATE

Mythology and Its Place in History
Chapter 6 · Did the Trojan War Really Happen? Schliemann, Hisarlik & the Real, Still-Open
Debate

Three separate chapters — 1, 3, and 5 — have each deliberately set this case

aside for a fuller treatment. It's earned one: no single question in this course

tests every tool in the kit at once quite like this one does, and the honest

answer, even after 150 years of real excavation, is genuinely still open.

Who Actually Found the Site First

A CORRECTION WORTH MAKING BEFORE ANYTHING ELSE

Popular retellings credit Heinrich Schliemann with "discovering" Troy. The real

record is less flattering to him. Frank Calvert, a British expatriate who owned land

near the mound of Hisarlik, had already surveyed the site and correctly identified it

with classical Ilion — five years before Schliemann arrived, starting his own

exploratory digs there in 1865. Calvert needed Schliemann's money to excavate at

real scale; what he got in return, per real, documented scholarship on the two men's

relationship, was a partner who took his ideas, exploited his local knowledge, and

then actively worked to eclipse and discredit him in the telling of the story. The two

began digging — illegally, without an Ottoman permit — in 1870, with a real permit

finally granted in August 1871.

AN IMMEDIATE, POINTED ECHO

A course about how myths get constructed just found one being constructed about

the excavation itself: Schliemann's own popular reputation as "the man who found

Troy" is a real, documented case of a founding myth built by erasing a real

predecessor — the exact pattern this course has traced in ancient kings and modern

political movements alike, now caught happening to a 19th-century archaeologist.
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Priam's Treasure: A Discovery That Wasn't Quite What

It Claimed

31 MAY 1873

Schliemann announced a spectacular gold hoard — jewelry, weapons, and

vessels — which he claimed to have found together, in a single dramatic

moment, inside what he called "Priam's Palace," and which he said his wife

Sophia had helped smuggle out of the country past Ottoman authorities,

wrapped in her own shawl.

WHAT REAL, LATER SCHOLARSHIP ACTUALLY FOUND

In 1984, classicist David Traill demonstrated real, verifiable problems with

Schliemann's own account. Sophia wasn't even in Turkey when the find was

supposedly made. Several pieces Schliemann photographed as part of the "single"

1873 treasure had already appeared in his own photographs of earlier, separate finds

from 1872. The excavation's own site plans place the discovery outside the city wall,

not inside a palace room as Schliemann first reported. The consensus reading isn't

that the objects were fake — they're genuine ancient artifacts — but that Schliemann

assembled a composite from several different, separately excavated finds and

presented it as one unified, more dramatic discovery.

This matters for more than one reason. Schliemann himself is a primary source for

what he found and where — exactly the kind of source Chapter 1's toolkit asks to be

evaluated on its own merits, not taken on faith. And the treasure's own real dating

turned out to be wrong regardless of the discovery-story problems: Schliemann

attributed it to the layer now called Troy II, which archaeologists have since dated to

roughly 2600–2250 BCE — over a thousand years before any plausible setting for a

Trojan War.

Finding the Right Layer: Troy VI or Troy VIIa?
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Later excavation, especially Carl Blegen's careful work in the 1930s–40s, sorted

Hisarlik's own ruins into nine major strata (Troy I through IX), stacked across roughly

three and a half thousand years of continuous rebuilding on the same site. Two of

those layers are the real candidates for a "Homeric" Troy — and the evidence for each

one cuts in a genuinely different direction.

Troy VI Troy VIIa

Character of

the city

Large, wealthy, well-

fortified — genuinely

grand

A more modest rebuilding after Troy VI's own

destruction

How it ended Destroyed by what

current evidence

indicates was an

earthquake

Destroyed by fire, with arrowheads, sling

bullets, and hastily buried bodies found in the

debris

Approximate

date

Existed at roughly

the right era for a

Bronze Age setting

Destruction dated to around 1180 BCE — very

close to the ancient traditional date

The genuine

complication

Right city, right

prestige — but the

wrong cause of

destruction for a

"war" story

Right cause of destruction — but pottery

evidence suggests the Mycenaean Greeks may

no longer have had the organizational

capacity for a major overseas campaign by

this point, and nothing identifies who the

actual attackers were

EVEN ANCIENT SCHOLARS COULDN'T AGREE ON A DATE

Eratosthenes, working from Egyptian and Persian chronological records, calculated

the fall of Troy at 1184 BCE — the figure Troy VIIa's own real destruction layer

comes closest to matching. But Herodotus put it around 1250 BCE, and Duris of

Samos placed it as early as 1334 BCE. A 150-year spread among the ancients' own

best guesses is itself evidence that "when the Trojan War happened" was never a

settled question, even in antiquity.
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A Real Payoff of Chapter 3's Own Finding

LINEAR B, REVISITED

Chapter 3 covered Michael Ventris's real 1952 decipherment of Linear B, confirming

the Mycenaeans were a genuine, organized, Greek-speaking Bronze Age civilization

— not a later legendary invention. That finding matters directly here: it means the

epic's own Greek side had a real historical civilization behind it, capable in principle

of mounting the kind of expedition the Iliad describes, even though nothing

specifically confirms they mounted this one, against this city, for this reason.

Korfmann's Real Discovery: A City Worth Fighting

Over

MANFRED KORFMANN'S EXCAVATIONS, 1988–2005

Schliemann's own dig had only ever exposed the small citadel mound at the top

of the site. Korfmann's later magnetometer surveys and excavation revealed a

genuine "lower city" spreading well beyond the citadel walls — bringing the real,

total Bronze Age settlement to roughly 30 hectares, about 15 times larger than

what Schliemann had uncovered. That's a real, physical basis for treating

Bronze Age Troy as a genuinely significant regional trading center controlling

access to the Dardanelles — a city worth a major war, not the small hilltop fort

Schliemann's own excavation had implied.

A DISPUTE THAT'S GENUINELY STILL LIVE

Korfmann's own conclusions weren't universally accepted. Historian Frank Kolb,

also at the University of Tübingen, publicly disputed the real extent of the lower city,

and a 2001–2002 German exhibition on Korfmann's findings drew real criticism for

displaying speculative reconstructions without clearly labeling them as speculative

— a case study in its own right for how easily interpretation can slide into

presentation as settled fact.
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What This Does — and Doesn't — Establish

A claim this evidence supports A claim it does not support

Hisarlik is real, and it's a genuine, physically

excavated Bronze Age city that suffered real,

dated destruction by both earthquake (Troy

VI) and warfare (Troy VIIa, c. 1180 BCE)

A single, specific war matching Homer's

own narrative — over Helen, involving

Achilles, ending with a wooden horse —

is confirmed to have happened

The Mycenaean Greeks, per Chapter 3's own

Linear B finding, were a real, organized

civilization capable in principle of the kind of

campaign the epic describes

The Mycenaeans are confirmed to be the

specific attackers behind Troy VIIa's

own destruction — the evidence doesn't

identify who they were

Korfmann's real lower-city discovery shows

Troy was large and strategically significant

enough to be a plausible target for a major

campaign

The lower city's own exact size and

significance is a settled question —

Kolb's dissent shows it genuinely isn't

THE HONEST, DISCIPLINED SYNTHESIS

The likeliest reading most classical archaeologists actually favor isn't "yes, exactly as

Homer describes" or "no, pure invention" — it's that Homer's epic represents a real,

centuries-later poetic memory, shaped by oral-formulaic transmission (Chapter 5),

of genuine Bronze Age conflict in the region around Troy — quite possibly a

distorted, combined memory of several real events rather than one single, precisely

dateable war.

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Schliemann built his own reputation

partly by eclipsing Frank Calvert's real

prior work. Does knowing this change

how much you trust Schliemann's own

REFLECTION 2

Troy VI had the right prestige but the

wrong cause of destruction; Troy VIIa

had the right cause but an uncertain

attacker. If neither layer matches the

myth perfectly, what do you think that
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other, unverified claims about what he

found and where?

says about how a real historical

memory can survive while still

becoming distorted?

REFLECTION 3

Korfmann's own exhibition faced real

criticism for blurring reconstruction

and fact. Where do you think the line

should sit between a museum making a

site come alive for visitors and

presenting speculation as settled

history?

Quick Reference — Chapter 6

Frank Calvert correctly identified Hisarlik as Troy in 1865, five years before

Schliemann's own 1870 arrival — Schliemann's popular "discoverer" reputation is

itself a documented case of myth-construction

"Priam's Treasure" (1873) is real ancient gold, but David Traill's 1984 scholarship

showed it was a composite of several separate finds misrepresented as one

dramatic discovery — and Schliemann's own dating (Troy II) was wrong by over a

thousand years

Troy VI (grand, but destroyed by earthquake) and Troy VIIa (more modest, but

destroyed by war around 1180 BCE) are the two real candidates for a "Homeric"

Troy, and neither matches the epic perfectly on its own

Eratosthenes's ancient calculation (1184 BCE) is closest to Troy VIIa's own real

destruction date, but Herodotus (c. 1250 BCE) and Duris of Samos (1334 BCE)

disagreed sharply — the dating was never settled, even in antiquity

Manfred Korfmann's 1988–2005 excavations found a real "lower city" roughly 15

times the size of Schliemann's own dig — genuine evidence Troy was significant

enough to be worth a major war, though the extent remains a real, disputed

question (Frank Kolb)
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The disciplined, current consensus: a real, physically evidenced Bronze Age city,

and likely a distorted, oral-formulaic memory of real regional conflict — not

confirmation of one specific, narratively exact war

What's Next

Chapter 7: Myths of Conquest: Manifest Destiny & Colonial Mythologizing.
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CHAPTER 7 :  MY THS OF CONQUEST:  MANIFEST DESTINY & COLONIAL MY THOLOGIZING

Mythology and Its Place in History
Chapter 7 · Myths of Conquest: Manifest Destiny & Colonial Mythologizing

Chapter 4 traced one national myth from a single named author to a

measurable present-day effect. This chapter widens the lens: a legitimizing

myth for territorial conquest with roots stretching back nearly 600 years

before its most famous American name was even coined — and, unlike the

Lost Cause, one with a real, dated, formal renunciation that arrived only very

recently.

The Doctrine's Real, Deep Roots

TWO REAL PAPAL BULLS, 1455 AND 1493

Pope Nicholas V's Romanus Pontifex (1455) granted Portugal a trade monopoly

over West Africa and explicitly authorized the enslavement of local populations.

Pope Alexander VI's Inter Caetera (1493), issued in the wake of Columbus's

first voyage, provided the religious and legal justification for Spain to claim

newly "discovered" lands — territory understood, by the doctrine's own logic, as

available for Christian European powers to claim precisely because its

inhabitants weren't Christian. Together with related bulls, these became known

collectively as the Doctrine of Discovery: a genuine, centuries-old religious and

legal framework, not a later invention retroactively applied.

Imported Directly Into American Law

JOHNSON V. M'INTOSH, 1823

Chief Justice John Marshall's Supreme Court opinion imported the Doctrine of

Discovery directly into US federal law, ruling that "discovery" by a European nation
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conferred title to land against rival European claimants — a title that could then be

perfected through actual possession. This wasn't a metaphorical use of a 300-year-

old religious idea; it was a real, binding legal precedent, and it became the

documented legal basis for dispossessing Native peoples of their own land across the

following century and beyond.

The Word Itself: 1845

JOHN L. O'SULLIVAN, THE UNITED STATES MAGAZINE AND DEMOCRATIC REVIEW

In an essay arguing for the annexation of Texas, editor John O'Sullivan wrote of

America's own "manifest destiny to overspread the continent allotted by

Providence for the free development of our yearly multiplying millions" — a

phrase buried halfway through his third paragraph that went on to name an

entire era. O'Sullivan used the same framing again that year to argue for

annexing the Oregon Country. Within three years, the same underlying logic —

a providentially sanctioned right to expand — helped justify the Mexican-

American War (1846–1848), which added vast new territory to the United

States.

The Doctrine of Discovery had supplied the legal machinery three centuries earlier;

Manifest Destiny gave that same underlying claim a popular, providential name

Americans could invoke directly. A widely reproduced 1872 painting, John Gast's

American Progress — commissioned by a travel-guide publisher and distributed

nationally in guidebook prints — gave the idea its own visual shorthand: a glowing

personification of America moving west, bringing light, a schoolbook, and telegraph

wire, while Native Americans and buffalo recede into darkness ahead of her.

Real, Contemporaneous Dissent — Not Just Later

Hindsight

Unlike some myths this course has examined, Manifest Destiny had real, documented

critics at the time, not only in retrospect.
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LINCOLN'S "SPOT RESOLUTIONS," 22 DECEMBER 1847

President Polk had justified war with Mexico by claiming Mexican forces had

"invaded our territory and shed American blood upon America's soil." A young

Whig congressman named Abraham Lincoln introduced eight formal

resolutions demanding Polk identify the exact spot where that blood was first

shed — and prove it was genuinely on soil the United States rightfully held,

rather than disputed or Mexican territory. Lincoln and fellow Whigs argued

directly that Polk had provoked the war deliberately, in part to open new

territory for the expansion of slavery.

THOREAU'S JAIL CELL, 1846

Henry David Thoreau refused to pay his Massachusetts poll tax for years,

specifically in protest of slavery and the Mexican-American War, which he and

other abolitionists saw as a deliberate vehicle for expanding slave territory.

Arrested and jailed overnight in 1846 (released the next day after someone,

likely his aunt, paid the tax on his behalf), the experience became the direct

seed of his 1849 essay "Civil Disobedience" — meaning one of the most

influential texts on political resistance in American letters traces directly back to

real, personal opposition to this exact myth's own real-world consequences.

The Real, Dated Formal End — 568 Years Later

THE VATICAN, 30 MARCH 2023

Following sustained pressure from Indigenous groups and government leaders

including Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau — and building directly on Pope

Francis's own July 2022 apology in Canada for the Church's role in residential

schools — the Vatican issued a formal statement declaring the Doctrine of Discovery

"not part of the teaching of the Catholic Church," and stating outright that the 15th-

century papal bulls behind it had been "manipulated for political purposes by

competing colonial powers in order to justify immoral acts against indigenous

22/09/2026, 21:19

file:///C:/Users/emuba/AppData/Local/Temp/tmpnbo7zdi8.html 44/66



peoples." A doctrine first issued in 1455 was formally, institutionally repudiated 568

years later.

A DIRECT STRUCTURAL ECHO OF CHAPTER 2

This is the same shape as Emperor Hirohito's 1946 Humanity Declaration: a

centuries-deep legitimizing doctrine, formally renounced by the very institution that

had originated it, only once the political conditions that once made the doctrine

useful had genuinely, irreversibly changed. A founding myth rarely ends quietly on

its own — it ends when the institution that built it decides, under real, documented

pressure, to say so.

Running the Toolkit

Toolkit Question How It Applies Here

Who benefits? Colonial and later American territorial expansion — and, per

Lincoln and Thoreau's own contemporaneous argument, the

specific extension of slave territory

How was it

transmitted?

Religious doctrine, then binding legal precedent (Johnson v.

M'Intosh), then popular political rhetoric (O'Sullivan) and mass-

reproduced visual art (Gast)

Is there a

euhemeristic

reading?

Not applicable — like Chapter 4's Lost Cause, this myth has fully

documented human authors at every stage, with no legendary

figure standing in for one

What does the

physical record

say?

The papal bulls, the Supreme Court opinion, O'Sullivan's own

essay, and the 2023 Vatican statement are all real, dated,

surviving documents — no archaeology required

What This Does — and Doesn't — Establish
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A claim this evidence supports A claim it does not support

The Doctrine of Discovery genuinely

functioned as real, binding legal

precedent in the United States, not merely

as background ideology

Every American who believed in Manifest

Destiny was consciously citing 15th-century

papal bulls — most likely never

encountered that specific lineage at all

Real, prominent contemporaries (Lincoln,

Thoreau) publicly opposed the myth's

own real-world application at the time,

not only in retrospect

Opposition was widespread or politically

decisive — the war and the annexations

proceeded regardless

The Vatican's 2023 statement is a real,

dated, formal institutional repudiation

A repudiation of the doctrine's own

teaching undoes its real, centuries-long

practical consequences on the ground

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

The Doctrine of Discovery lasted, in

some form, from 1455 to 2023 — 568

years. What do you think makes a

legitimizing doctrine this durable,

compared to Chapter 4's Lost Cause

myth, which is already facing real,

sustained historiographical challenge

after less than 160 years?

REFLECTION 2

Lincoln and Thoreau both opposed the

war for reasons tied to slavery's

expansion, not primarily out of

concern for Mexican or Indigenous

land rights as such. Does knowing a

historical figure's actual, complete

motivation change how much credit

their dissent deserves?

REFLECTION 3

A formal institutional repudiation, like

the Vatican's 2023 statement, changes

an institution's own stated teaching but

not the historical land seizures already

carried out under the doctrine's

authority. What do you think a
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repudiation like this can, and can't,

actually accomplish?

Quick Reference — Chapter 7

The Doctrine of Discovery traces to real 15th-century papal bulls — Romanus

Pontifex (1455) and Inter Caetera (1493) — providing religious/legal justification

for European claims over non-Christian-inhabited land

Chief Justice John Marshall imported the doctrine directly into binding US

federal law via Johnson v. M'Intosh (1823), the real legal basis for dispossessing

Native peoples

John O'Sullivan coined "manifest destiny" in 1845 arguing for Texas annexation,

extending it the same year to Oregon; the same underlying logic helped justify the

1846–1848 Mexican-American War

Real, contemporaneous dissent existed: Lincoln's December 1847 Spot

Resolutions directly challenged Polk's own war justification, and Thoreau's 1846

jailing over tax resistance directly produced "Civil Disobedience" (1849)

The Vatican formally repudiated the Doctrine of Discovery on 30 March 2023 — a

real, dated, 568-years-later institutional end, structurally echoing Chapter 2's

1946 Humanity Declaration

What's Next

Chapter 8: Modern Political Mythology: Propaganda & the 20th Century.
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CHAPTER 8 :  MODERN POLITICAL MY THOLOGY:  PROPAGANDA & THE 20TH CENTURY

Mythology and Its Place in History
Chapter 8 · Modern Political Mythology: Propaganda & the 20th Century

Every myth so far took generations, or centuries, to build and to unwind. This

chapter compresses that same process into years, sometimes months — and

introduces a genuinely new, more disturbing variable: two real 20th-century

regimes that didn't just interpret or invoke the physical record, but directly

manufactured and altered it. That breaks something this course's own toolkit

has quietly depended on since Chapter 1.

Nazi Germany, Case 1: A Legend Built to Explain a Real

Defeat

THE DOLCHSTOSSLEGENDE — 18 NOVEMBER 1919

Germany had lost the First World War on the battlefield — a real, military,

documented outcome. Rather than accept that, Field Marshal Paul von

Hindenburg appeared before the Weimar National Assembly's own investigative

committee into the causes of Germany's defeat and, reading a statement

prepared by General Erich Ludendorff, declared: "as an English general has

very truly said, the German Army was 'stabbed in the back.'" The claim — that

treacherous internal forces, coded specifically as Jews, socialists, and

communists, had betrayed an undefeated army — became known as the

Dolchstoßlegende, the "stab-in-the-back myth."

A DIRECT PAYOFF OF CHAPTER 1'S OWN TOOLKIT

Who benefits? Germany's own military high command, whose real strategic and

command failures the myth conveniently displaced onto scapegoated civilian

groups. The myth directly undermined the fragile new Weimar Republic's own

legitimacy from its first years, and the Nazi Party built much of its early antisemitic
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and anti-communist rhetoric directly on top of it — a real, testified, dated origin for

an idea that helped shape the following two decades of German politics.

Nazi Germany, Case 2: Manufacturing Corroboration

for a Myth

THE AHNENERBE — FOUNDED 1 JULY 1935

Heinrich Himmler and scholar Herman Wirth founded a real SS research

institute, the Ahnenerbe, dedicated to producing pseudo-scientific "proof" of

Aryan racial superiority through archaeology and anthropology. It financed real,

genuine excavations and expeditions across a decade — including a 1938–39 SS

mission to Tibet, led by zoologist Ernst Schäfer with anthropologist Bruno

Beger, sent specifically to search for evidence linking Tibetans to a claimed

ancient Aryan race, and for the mythical kingdom of Agartha some Nazi

occultists believed might hold Aryan origins. The expedition's members

genuinely measured skulls and collected anthropological data in service of a

conclusion decided in advance.

A CHILLING INVERSION OF CHAPTER 3'S OWN METHOD

Chapter 3 built euhemerism as a disciplined tool: does independent evidence

support a real person or place behind a myth? The Ahnenerbe ran that method

backward — not testing whether evidence supported a claim, but deploying real

institutional funding, real scientists, and a real decade-long research program

specifically to manufacture the appearance of independent corroboration for a

conclusion that was never in genuine doubt. The same tools this course has used to

evaluate myths honestly were here weaponized to produce a false verdict on

command.

The Soviet Union, Case 1: A Film That Replaced the

Event It Depicted
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SERGEI EISENSTEIN'S OCTOBER: TEN DAYS THAT SHOOK THE WORLD, 1927

Commissioned for the Revolution's own tenth anniversary, Eisenstein's film re-

created the storming of the Winter Palace as a sweeping, thousands-strong

battle. The real 1917 event, by contrast, involved roughly a hundred Bolshevik

sailors and soldiers meeting minimal resistance — a real, documented account

of a far smaller, far less dramatic night than the film portrays. The filmmakers

reportedly detonated more ordnance staging the reenactment than the actual

Red Army used in the genuine 1917 event, and more people were injured

making the film than during the real storming itself.

WHEN THE PHYSICAL RECORD BECOMES THE MYTH

October's own reenactment footage was so visually convincing that news agencies

later mistakenly published its stills as genuine historical photographs of 1917. A

dramatized film, made a full decade after the actual event, didn't just illustrate the

founding myth of the Soviet state — for a real, documented span of time, it

substituted for the historical record entirely in the popular imagination.

The Soviet Union, Case 2: Editing People Out of

Photographs

NIKOLAI YEZHOV, PHOTOGRAPHED AND THEN ERASED

In April 1937, Nikolai Yezhov — then head of the NKVD secret police, presiding

over the mass arrests and executions of Stalin's Great Purge — was

photographed walking alongside Stalin along the Moscow-Volga Canal. Yezhov

himself fell from favor the following year, was secretly tried, and was executed

in February 1940. Soviet photo retouchers then removed him entirely from the

original photograph, filling the gap where he had stood with painted-in water —

a genuinely pointed detail, since Yezhov had also held the real title of

Commissar of Water Transport. Design historian David King, who later

uncovered and cataloged thousands of comparably altered Soviet photographs

in his book The Commissar Vanishes, documented this as routine, ad hoc
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practice: a quiet word from the right official was enough to erase a person from

the visual record entirely.

A Structural Problem This Course Has to Name

Directly

EVERY CHAPTER UNTIL NOW HAS TRUSTED THE PHYSICAL RECORD AS
INDEPENDENT

Chapter 1's own toolkit treats "what does the physical record say?" as a genuine

check against a myth — it worked because the record, however incomplete, wasn't

itself controlled by whoever benefited from the myth. Both cases in this chapter

break that assumption directly: a state that controls its own film industry and its

own photograph archives can manufacture the very evidence a historian would

otherwise use to test its claims. This doesn't make the toolkit useless — it means the

toolkit's fourth question needs a fifth, implicit partner whenever a myth is state-

controlled: who controlled the record itself, and did they have the power to alter it?

Running the Toolkit

Dolchstoßlegende Ahnenerbe October (1927)
Yezhov

Photograph

Who

benefits?

Military high

command, later

the Nazi Party

The Nazi

regime's own

racial ideology

The Soviet

state's founding

legitimacy

Stalin's

regime,

erasing a

purged rival

Medium Testimony, then

mass political

rhetoric

State-funded

"science"

State-

commissioned

cinema

State-

controlled

photography

Real

record

altered?

No —

reinterpreted, not

fabricated

Genuine

expeditions,

A real event

dramatized,

then mistaken

Yes — the

photograph

itself was
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Dolchstoßlegende Ahnenerbe October (1927)
Yezhov
Photograph

predetermined

conclusions

for the record

itself

directly

edited

What This Does — and Doesn't — Establish

A claim this evidence supports A claim it does not support

Both regimes used real, documented,

state-controlled institutions to

manufacture or alter historical evidence,

not merely to interpret existing evidence

Every Nazi-era archaeologist or Soviet-era

photographer personally believed they were

fabricating history — many likely believed

the conclusions they were told to find

The Ahnenerbe's real expeditions

produced genuine anthropological data

collected under false pretenses

The data itself proved anything about actual

Aryan racial origins — the conclusions were

predetermined, not derived

October's own reenactment genuinely

fooled real news agencies at the time, per

the documented historical record

Every subsequent Soviet-era account of the

Winter Palace storming relied on the film

rather than genuine testimony

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Chapter 1's toolkit assumed a historian

could check a myth against an

independent physical record. What

tools do you think a historian actually

has left when the physical record itself

has been state-manufactured or

altered?

REFLECTION 2

The Ahnenerbe used real scientists and

real expeditions to manufacture false

corroboration. Does knowing the

method looked genuinely scientific

change how dangerous you think it

was, compared to a myth that never

bothered with any evidence at all?

REFLECTION 3
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October's reenactment footage fooled

real news agencies within a decade of

the actual event. In an age of far more

easily manipulated digital images and

video, what do you think has genuinely

changed since 1927 — and what hasn't?

Quick Reference — Chapter 8

The Dolchstoßlegende originated in Hindenburg's real 18 November 1919

testimony before the Weimar National Assembly, blaming Germany's WWI defeat

on internal betrayal rather than accepting real military defeat

The Ahnenerbe (founded 1 July 1935) used real SS-funded expeditions —

including the 1938–39 Tibet mission — to manufacture false scientific

corroboration for predetermined Aryan racial claims

Eisenstein's 1927 film October dramatized the Winter Palace storming with more

ordnance and casualties than the real 1917 event, and its footage was later

mistaken by real news agencies for genuine historical photographs

Nikolai Yezhov was airbrushed out of a real 1937 Stalin photograph following his

1940 execution — one of thousands of documented Soviet photo alterations

cataloged in David King's The Commissar Vanishes

Both regimes reveal a real structural limit in this course's own toolkit: "what does

the physical record say" only works as a check when the record itself isn't

controlled by whoever benefits from the myth

What's Next

Chapter 9: Historians vs. Myth: The Development of Critical Historical

Method.
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CHAPTER 9 :  HISTORIANS VS.  MY TH:  THE DEVELOPMENT OF CRITICAL HISTORICAL METHOD

Mythology and Its Place in History
Chapter 9 · Historians vs. Myth: The Development of Critical Historical Method

Chapter 1 planted a small correction about Herodotus and left it there.

Chapter 8 found a real, disturbing limit in this course's own toolkit. This

chapter answers both by going to the actual source: the two ancient Greek

writers whose own genuine, documented methods are the real intellectual

ancestors of the disciplined skepticism this course has tried to model every

chapter since.

Herodotus's Own, Real Self-Awareness

THE HISTORIES, BOOK VII.152

Herodotus states directly, in his own words: "I am obliged to record the things I

am told, but I am certainly not required to believe them." That single line,

embedded in the middle of a much longer work, is a genuine, deliberate

statement of method — a way of preserving what a source claimed without

personally vouching for it. Herodotus built his own historia (the Greek word

itself literally means "inquiry") on three distinguishable modes: direct personal

observation, secondhand report, and his own explicit judgment about which to

trust — and he regularly preserved multiple, conflicting versions of an event

side by side rather than silently picking one.

WHY "RECORDING WITHOUT BELIEVING" MATTERS FOR THIS WHOLE COURSE

This is, in miniature, exactly the discipline Chapter 1's own toolkit has been asking

for from the start: separating what a source claims from what a historian is willing

to endorse. Herodotus wasn't a naive collector of tall tales — he was, in real and

demonstrable ways, doing something closer to a working historian's job than his

later reputation gives him credit for.
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Cicero's Real, Original Judgment — More Complicated

Than "Father of History"

A MORE PRECISE CORRECTION THAN CHAPTER 1'S OWN

Chapter 1 noted that "father of lies" was a 16th-century coinage, not an ancient one

— true. But Cicero's own real, original phrase turns out to be less purely

complimentary than the popular shorthand suggests. In De Legibus (1.5), Cicero

calls Herodotus pater historiae — "father of history" — in the very same sentence

where he notes the work contains "innumerabiles fabulae," countless fabulous

stories. Cicero wasn't praising Herodotus and, centuries later, someone else

invented the criticism — he held both judgments simultaneously, in one breath,

from the very start.

Thucydides: A Deliberately Different Method

THE HISTORY OF THE PELOPONNESIAN WAR, BOOK 1.22

Writing a generation after Herodotus, Thucydides set out an explicit

methodology statement of his own — and it draws a real, deliberate contrast.

Where Herodotus preserved divine and mythical explanations alongside human

ones, Thucydides pursued human political motivation and rational cause almost

exclusively. On events, he tested "the accuracy of the report... by the most severe

and detailed tests possible," drawing on his own observation and cross-checked

secondhand accounts. On speeches, he made a real, honest admission: he

couldn't recall most of them word for word, so he wrote what he judged each

speaker "would probably have delivered," while adhering "as closely as possible

to the general sense of what they really said."

Herodotus Thucydides

Handling of

divine/mythical

causes

Preserved and reported

them alongside human

explanations

Largely set them aside in favor of

political and human motivation
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Herodotus Thucydides

Handling of

conflicting sources

Often presented multiple

versions side by side,

explicitly

Cross-examined accounts against

each other to settle on one

version

Handling of

speeches

Less methodologically

explicit about their

construction

Openly admitted reconstructing

them to the "general sense" of

what was said

Scope A wide-ranging inquiry

across many peoples,

places, and eras

A narrower, contemporary war

he witnessed and could cross-

question participants about

TWO REAL, VALID ANSWERS TO THE SAME PROBLEM

Neither approach is simply "the correct one." Herodotus's breadth required

tolerating more uncertainty; Thucydides's narrower, more rigorous scope was

possible partly because he was writing about events within living memory, with

witnesses he could actually interrogate. A historian's own honest choice of method

depends on what kind of question they're actually able to answer.

A Real, Modern Vindication: The Gold-Digging "Ants"

MICHEL PEISSEL, LATE 20TH CENTURY

Herodotus reported that giant, fox-sized "ants" in India dug up gold-flecked

sand while burrowing — a claim long cited as prime evidence he deserved the

"father of lies" label. French ethnologist Michel Peissel spent fourteen years

securing permission to investigate a persistent local rumor in the high valleys

between India and Pakistan: that villagers there really did collect gold dust

brought to the surface by a burrowing animal. He found it — the Himalayan

marmot, a large, burrowing rodent whose digging genuinely does bring gold-

flecked soil to the surface, still collected by local people today. Peissel's own

explanation for the "ant" confusion: the ancient Persian word for marmot may
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have literally meant "mountain ant," a real translation slip rather than an

invented fantasy.

CHAPTER 3'S OWN EUHEMERISM, APPLIED TO ZOOLOGY

This is structurally the same disciplined move Chapter 3 modeled with Gilgamesh

and Knossos: a claim that sounds mythical on its surface turns out to be a real,

verifiable phenomenon, distorted by translation and retelling rather than pure

invention. Herodotus wasn't lying about giant gold-digging ants — he was accurately

reporting something real that a modern researcher needed fourteen years of

fieldwork to properly identify.

What This Does — and Doesn't — Establish

A claim this evidence supports A claim it does not support

Herodotus's own, real methodological

self-awareness (Book VII.152) shows

deliberate critical distance, not naive

credulity

Every claim in the Histories is accurate —

plenty genuinely aren't, and Herodotus

himself never claimed otherwise

Cicero's own original judgment of

Herodotus was already, from the start, a

mix of praise and real criticism in a

single sentence

Cicero and Vives (Chapter 1) meant the same

thing — Vives's "father of lies" is a real, later,

more one-sided reframing of Cicero's own

more balanced original

Peissel's marmot research offers real,

verified support for one specific,

previously-mocked Herodotus claim

Every fantastic-sounding ancient claim has a

real, mundane explanation waiting to be

found — some genuinely don't

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1 REFLECTION 2
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Herodotus's own line — "obliged to

record, not required to believe" —

separates reporting from endorsing. Do

you think modern media, or modern

history-telling generally, keeps that

distinction as clearly as Herodotus did

over 2,400 years ago?

Thucydides openly admitted

reconstructing speeches to their

"general sense" rather than verbatim

recall. Does that honesty make his

work more or less trustworthy to you

than an account that claims word-for-

word accuracy without acknowledging

the same real limitation?

REFLECTION 3

It took Michel Peissel fourteen years of

fieldwork to verify one single

Herodotus claim. What do you think

that says about how much unverified

"fantastic" material in ancient sources

might still be worth real, patient

investigation, rather than automatic

dismissal?

Quick Reference — Chapter 9

Herodotus's own Book VII.152 line — "I am obliged to record the things I am told,

but I am certainly not required to believe them" — is a real, deliberate statement

of critical method, not naive credulity

Cicero's original "father of history" (De Legibus 1.5) already included, in the same

sentence, a real acknowledgment of "countless fabulous stories" — a more

balanced original judgment than the later, one-sided "father of lies" reframing

Thucydides's real Book 1.22 methodology statement rejected mythical/divine

causes in favor of human political motivation, tested sources rigorously, and

openly admitted reconstructing speeches to their "general sense" rather than

verbatim

Michel Peissel's real, verified 20th-century fieldwork identified the Himalayan

marmot as the real animal behind Herodotus's "gold-digging ants," tracing the

confusion to a real Persian translation issue
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Neither ancient historian's method is simply "correct" — Herodotus's breadth and

Thucydides's rigor represent two real, valid answers to different kinds of historical

questions

What's Next

Chapter 10 (Capstone): Analyzing a Real National Myth Using the Course's

Own Tools.
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CHAPTER 10:  CAPSTONE -  ANALYZING A REAL NATIONAL MY TH USING THE COURSE'S  OWN TOOLS

Mythology and Its Place in History
Chapter 10 (Capstone) · Analyzing a Real National Myth Using the Course's Own Tools

One real case, one full toolkit. Switzerland's William Tell legend gets the

complete treatment this course has built chapter by chapter — transmission

gaps, a wandering-motif extension of euhemerism, political legitimation, and

the disciplined skepticism Chapters 1 and 9 modeled — closing not with a flat

verdict, but with the same layered honesty this course has practiced from its

very first page.

The Legend Itself

William Tell, a peasant marksman from the canton of Uri, refuses to bow to a hat the

Austrian bailiff Hermann Gessler has placed on a pole in Altdorf as a symbol of

Habsburg authority. As punishment, Gessler forces Tell to shoot an apple off his own

son's head with a crossbow. Tell succeeds — and, when Gessler asks why he'd hidden a

second arrow in his coat, answers that it was meant for Gessler himself had the shot

killed his son. The traditional setting is 1307.

Tool 1: The Transmission Gap (Chapters 1 & 5)

THE EARLIEST SURVIVING WRITTEN SOURCE

The earliest surviving account of the Tell legend appears in the White Book of

Sarnen, composed around 1474 by a scribe named Hans Schriber — possibly copying

an older manuscript from around 1426, though scholars disagree on that point.

Either way, the earliest surviving written version postdates the legend's own claimed

1307 setting by at least 120, and possibly closer to 167, years — a real, direct

structural parallel to Chapter 1's own King Arthur case, where Nennius's account

arrived roughly three centuries after the events it described.
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Tool 2: Euhemerism, Extended — Is This Story Even

Native to Its Setting?

PALNATOKI, RECORDED BY SAXO GRAMMATICUS, C. 1200

Danish historian Saxo Grammaticus's Gesta Danorum — compiled roughly 270

years before the White Book of Sarnen — tells of a warrior named Palnatoki (or

Toko), forced by King Harald Bluetooth to shoot an apple off his own son's head

as punishment for boasting of his archery skill. Toko hits the apple with his first

arrow, and reveals he'd kept a second arrow ready — for the king, had the shot

gone wrong. The structural match to Tell's own story is exact: the apple, the son,

the second arrow, the defiant explanation. The same basic motif also appears,

independently applied to other named heroes, in the German Þiðrekssaga

(Egil), an English ballad (William of Cloudesley), and regional legends from

Holstein and the Upper Rhine.

A GENUINE EXTENSION OF CHAPTER 3'S OWN TOOLKIT

Chapter 3 asked whether a real person might lie behind a mythologized name. This

case demands a related but genuinely different question: not "is there a real Tell

behind this story," but "does this specific story even originate in Switzerland at all,

or was an existing, widely circulating folk motif attached to a Swiss setting?" The

Palnatoki parallel, recorded centuries earlier in an entirely different country, makes

the second explanation the one most historians now favor.

Tool 3: The Real Political Context Underneath

(Chapter 2)

THE FEDERAL CHARTER OF 1291 (BUNDESBRIEF)

Separately from Tell's own story, a real, physically surviving document exists: a

treaty of mutual defense between the cantons of Uri, Schwyz, and Unterwalden,

likely drawn up in response to genuine political uncertainty following the real
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death of Habsburg ruler Rudolf I on 15 July 1291. This charter — not the Tell

legend — is the closest thing to a genuine founding document behind Swiss

independence.

EVEN THE "REAL" CORRECTIVE HAS ITS OWN MYTH-CONSTRUCTION HISTORY

The Federal Charter was largely forgotten for centuries, rediscovered only in 1758,

and wasn't formally designated Switzerland's own official founding document until

the end of the 19th century. The specific date now celebrated as Swiss National Day

— 1 August — wasn't drawn from the charter itself, but was set by the Federal

Council in 1891 for a 600th-anniversary commemoration; the holiday didn't become

legally official until a 1994 public vote. Correcting the Tell myth with "the real

document" doesn't escape this course's own recurring finding: even a genuinely

historical artifact can be activated, dated, and formalized for present-day political

purposes, exactly like Chapter 4's monuments and Chapter 2's own Augustus and

Tenmu.

Tool 4: Disciplined Skepticism (Chapters 1 & 9)

Applying Herodotus's own principle — record the claim, without being obligated to

believe it — and Thucydides's insistence on testing evidence rigorously, the honest,

disciplined position most historians hold today is that William Tell was very likely

never a real, individual historical figure. The real political struggle against Habsburg

centralizing authority in this period is genuine and well-documented; the specific

hero, and his specific story, are best explained as a widely circulating legendary motif

attached to that real context — not invented from nothing, but not unique to

Switzerland either.

SCHILLER'S REAL, AMPLIFYING ROLE — WITHOUT CHAPTER 8'S DARKER
MECHANISM

Friedrich Schiller's 1804 play Wilhelm Tell, premiered at the Weimar Court Theater,

gave the legend its lasting international fame and cemented its central place in Swiss

national identity — still reenacted at William Tell festivals on Swiss National Day

today. This is real, significant myth amplification through mass culture, the same
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underlying mechanism Chapter 8 examined — but a genuinely different, more

benign case: Schiller dramatized an existing story rather than manufacturing false

evidence to support one.

The Full Toolkit, Applied

Toolkit Question Applied to William Tell

Who benefits? Swiss national identity, especially amplified in the 19th

century as an independence and neutrality symbol

How was it transmitted? Orally for at least 120–167 years before the White Book

of Sarnen (c. 1474), then via later chroniclers and

Schiller's 1804 play

Is there a euhemeristic

reading — or a wandering-

motif one?

The motif itself, per the Palnatoki parallel, likely

predates and originates outside Switzerland entirely

What does the physical

record say?

No evidence of a real Tell; a real, separate, physically

surviving 1291 Federal Charter documents the genuine

underlying political alliance

Who controlled the record?

(Chapter 8's addition)

Not a state-fabrication case — the legend's own

transmission was organic and gradual, distinct from

Chapter 8's manufactured evidence

What This Does — and Doesn't — Establish

A claim this evidence supports A claim it does not support

The Tell legend's own specific

narrative almost certainly predates its

Swiss setting, per the Palnatoki

parallel

No historical figure named Tell ever existed

anywhere — the evidence shows the story, not

necessarily every possible namesake, is

borrowed

22/09/2026, 21:19

file:///C:/Users/emuba/AppData/Local/Temp/tmpnbo7zdi8.html 63/66



A claim this evidence supports A claim it does not support

The real, underlying political struggle

against Habsburg authority, and the

1291 Federal Charter, are genuinely

historical

The charter and the legend are the same thing,

or that the charter was always treated as

Switzerland's own founding document — it

wasn't, for centuries

Schiller's play genuinely amplified the

legend's reach without fabricating

new evidence for it

Cultural amplification is inherently harmless —

Chapter 8 showed the same mechanism can be

weaponized when combined with evidence

manufacture

The Course, Synthesized

Ten chapters have built one continuous argument: a myth's truth content was never

the interesting question. What made each case worth examining was function — who

benefited, how the story moved, what independent evidence could or couldn't say, and

whether the tellers controlled that evidence themselves. Arthur, Romulus, Amaterasu,

the Lost Cause, the Gonja, Troy, Manifest Destiny, the Dolchstoßlegende, and

Herodotus's own gold-digging marmots all turned out to be answering the same

handful of real, reusable questions — and William Tell, the course's own final case,

answers every one of them too.

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

The Federal Charter — a real document

— only became Switzerland's official

founding symbol in the late 19th

century, three centuries after it was

drafted. Does a genuine historical

document need a constructed

commemorative moment to actually

function as a national myth?

REFLECTION 2

The apple-shot motif appears

independently across Denmark,

Germany, and England, always

attached to a different local hero. What

do you think it says about how national

myths actually form, if the same story

can be genuinely useful to several

entirely unrelated cultures at once?
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REFLECTION 3

Having worked through all ten

chapters, which single tool from this

course's own toolkit do you think you'd

reach for first when encountering an

unfamiliar national myth for the first

time — and why that one?

Quick Reference — Chapter 10 (Capstone)

The earliest surviving William Tell account, the White Book of Sarnen (c. 1474),

postdates the legend's claimed 1307 setting by at least 120–167 years — a direct

parallel to Chapter 1's King Arthur case

Saxo Grammaticus's Palnatoki story (c. 1200) contains the identical apple-shot-

off-son's-head structure, roughly 270 years before Tell's own earliest written

version — extending Chapter 3's euhemerism into a "wandering motif" diagnostic

The real 1291 Federal Charter (Bundesbrief) genuinely documents Uri, Schwyz,

and Unterwalden's defensive alliance following Rudolf I of Habsburg's death —

but was rediscovered only in 1758 and formally designated Switzerland's founding

document only at the end of the 19th century

Swiss National Day's own 1 August date was set only in 1891 for a 600th-

anniversary commemoration, becoming a legally official holiday only in 1994 —

even the "real" corrective carries its own, later myth-construction history

Most historians today regard William Tell as very likely a purely legendary figure,

with the genuine underlying political conflict real, but the specific hero and story

most likely borrowed rather than invented from nothing

Schiller's 1804 play amplified the legend without manufacturing false evidence —

the same mass-media mechanism as Chapter 8, applied benignly rather than

weaponized

Course Complete
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This closes Mythology and Its Place in History, 10/10 chapters — a course built

not around debunking myths, but around asking, chapter after chapter, what a myth

actually does, for whom, and how a historian can tell the difference between a story's

function and its facts.
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