1973). Also mteresting and usefol are Dunde s olle tons of s own

essays, Analytic Essays in Folllore (‘The | lague: Mouton, 19 /') and Interpreting
Folklore (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 1980)

, although
the former volume is too expe

nsive for classroom use whereas the essays in
the latter rely almost exclusively upon a psychoanalytic approach.

Students are encouraged to seek out articles in the numerous folklore
journals which have been published. Among the best known and most
worthwhile of the English-language journals are: Journal of American
Folklore (1888), Folk-Lore (1890), Southern Folklore Quarterly (1937),
Western Folklore (1947) [originally California Folklore Quarterly (1942)]7,
Keystone Folklore Quarterly (1956), Kentucky Folklore Record (1955), Fabula
(1957), Journal of Folklore Research (1983) [originally Journal of the Folklore
Instituze (1964), originally Midwest Folklore (1951), originally Hoosier
Folklore Society Bulletin (1942)], Folklore Forum (1968), Indiana Folklore
(1968), and New York Folklore (1975) [originally New York Folklore
Quarterly (1942)].

For a listing of folklore programs and course offerings in North
American universities, see Ronald L Baker, ““Folklore and Folklife

Studies in American and Canadian Colleges and Universities,” Journal of
American Folklore 99( 1986): 50-74.
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Chapter |
On the Concepts
of Folklore

Elliott Oring

Although the word ““folklore™ is regularly mav_om\& in our m,_\nc\wm&\
A . Initi blem. The term 1s clearly a
speech, its precise definition presents a pro
meﬂmocsm %ummm up of “‘folk,” implying some macﬂ om wmoﬂ_.ﬂ M\Mwo rmﬁ_wm
. “ "’ In his prefatory essay to The Study of Folklore, the
something called “lore.” In his pre o The Studyaf Foldlore, e
inent folklorist Alan Dundes attempts to simplity
wﬂﬁﬂ::nﬂoc\ student: ‘“‘Folk’ can refer toany group of people whatsoever s\rnm
_ﬂmﬂn at least one common factor:""' The common factor creates a mm_m@ W
m . .
collective identity, so that any population <<_.~r such a sense cou _um
egarded as a “‘folk,” according to Dundes. This sense of &wzzc\‘nmﬂ. e
M.umm& upon such salient social factors as ethnicity, oWn:ﬁmmzoM‘ _M:m ip,
ig1 . Imost limitless number of other factors,
religious belief, sex, age, oronana . “ e
ffering from heart disease), sp
h as health (e.g., people su . |
EMME.B:V\ (e.g., people in the same room), or personal habit Am.m_.w n.pmmm
: okers). Theoretically, the number and kinds of folk groups are E.:Mm
mﬂ_v\ by ﬁrn number and kinds of elements which can mm?mmmm the basis for
o ¢ "
identities. Si hat ““folk”” can refer to any group
identities. Since Dundes argues th .
W“MMV on any factor (rather than a specific mﬂow:u_ MWHM& on the Jmmmcwmm
. hat the term “fo oes not contri
select factors), it would seem t 5 niribute
. initi “folklore”” as a whole (other
ignificantly to the definition of ““fo .
,ﬁms_mmww nvm.mﬁ it characterizes human rather than so:rcams von:_mzo:mrv.
M_WMMB:W:”; the semantic weight of his definition must rest upon the

»y

notion of ‘‘lore.




Dundes attempts to define “Jore AN teny .

ed listof penres Pven
though the list is lengthy, he considers i1 onlya

mpling of folklore forms:

Myths, legends, folktales, jokes, proverbs, riddles, ¢l
curses, oaths, insults, retorts, faunts, teases, toasts, tongue-twisters, and greeting
and leave-taking formulas (e.g., See you later, alligator). It also includes folk
costume, folk dance, folk drama (and mime), folk art, folk belief (or
superstition), folk medicine, folk instrumental music (e.g., fiddle tunes),
mo=ao:mm (e.g., lullabies, ballads), folk speech (e.g., slang), folk similies (eg.,
as blind as a bat), folk metaphors (e.g., to paint the town red), and names
(e.g., nicknames and place names). Folk poetry ranges from oral epics to
autograph-book verse, epitaphs, latrinalia (writings on the walls of public
bathrooms), limericks, ball-bouncing thymes, jump-rope thymes, finger and toe
rhymes, dandling rhymes (to bounce the children on the knee), counting-out
thymes (to determine who willbe “it” in games), and nursery rhymes. The ljst
of folklore forms also contains games; gestures: symbols;

ants, charms, _g_nmz_.:x?

conventional sounds used to summon animals or to give them commands, There
are such minor forms as mnemonic devices (e.g, the name Roy G. Biv to
remember the colors of the Spectrum in order), envelope sealers (e.g., SWAK
— Sealed With A Kiss), and the traditional comments made after body
emissions (e.g., after burps or sneezes). There are such major forms as festivals
and special day (or holiday) customs (e.g., Christmas, Halloween

This list is exceedingly useful in providing the novice with a sense of
what folklorists document and study. Included are forms that the
beginning student undoubtedly expects to find (e.g., myths, legends,
folktales, folksongs, and superstitions), as well as some that perhaps
appear as something of a surprise (e.g., fence types, envelope sealers,
latrinalia, epitaphs, and practical jokes). In any event. it is Important to
recognize that this list in no way defines ““lore.” For a list to do so, the
1tems included must be clearly defined (which they are not) and the list
must be complete (which it is not). Dundes Esmn:mnrzoimemm that the
terms are not well defined and that his list is not comprehensive. Even if
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whether something not on the list were “lore’ oﬂw:m% For nwwusﬂmv“_w
am decoration or a football cheer a kind of ._omn. %mS var Bmm@m:m
designs are mentioned, but not barn decorations. NEMH,» mv“dm %:a 4
pames are mentioned, buta mooﬁvm: nmrmmw o%? m”ﬂﬂﬂu@m mmnm_.mmv “
| were neither a taunt nor 1n poetic form, ‘0<< ¢
) Perhaps the list is meant only to ﬁHoSn._m amev_Mm ﬂm _”MMMMM_,MM_MM
common denominator for the numerous items :nﬂ _mz.<n_ hed e
formulate an adequate definition. 1;3. it mrnc_mv e R&m oBMozm o
decide whether any particular mm:s ?sn_cm_:m arn m_m ratons and
tootball cheers) 1s or is not :_oﬂmm In ﬂ.rnoc\x~ this mw_u_dmmnnﬂow . on_vH
however, it is no easy matter to identify Hr_Am nom:smv:. a m m: o onl.
must this denominator adequately nrm.wmnﬁm:.wm all the _ﬂmm:?oa e r.mﬁ..
but it should not characterize any m_,m:_mnm:ﬂ. items oam:w from the [t
Forexample, it might be argued that all the items on t m_ 1s \ HMvn:_::m
of human invention and creativity. But mo, MMO. mnm;ﬂﬁw: mZnsz.o:,”
e e ﬁrmm mumw.:mBnJBQW%Mﬂ“m_ﬁ.mwuimcmnmwm_m certainly expect
is indeed the informing principle St g s
these items to be given precedence over tongue twister ( el
1t 1 IC1 . ly a common denominator; 1
jokes. So it is not sufficient to m:ﬁ mere v\r_ 0 lenominator, It 1
. mon denominator which is pecu | it
HWnWMMMMM M_,\ﬂnwnmrnmﬁ“m not require the admission of glaring omissions or
rsights. - o
o<m Mmmmmam are encouraged to mnmﬂnrrmow a _u::MﬁMM M::wﬂmwmmﬁm_.whwmmmwwh
1t 1 ikely that they will find one that meets both q |
Wwwm@—“”_ﬂwrmmﬁi:os. W:rna the Ua.ovommm principle Em~ :oﬁ_ mnwmwmm_ﬁ”_._m
all items on the list, or if it does, it will force us to acknow _.m_m laring
omissions. Of course, the possibility m_.imv\m exists that a princ ‘ﬁrﬁ ol
both conditions but is otherwise Q_.ﬁ.m_. For nxmaﬂm, M<m “__mmm::.mmm.
“lore”” as those forms of human expression that Z_mz :M es o identifies
Such a definition includes everything on the __Mﬂrm: w,%mﬂ_wmmm v_\ﬁv e
nothing major. (If it did, Dundes probably would have

this definition is altogether unhelpful because it lacks intersubjectivity.
is
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“Folklore ts what Alan Dundes stindies

seadctinition o whidl
. , 1n Ve
Alan Dundes would subscribe. e

o qrn n::-:namﬂ.:i of forms not only frustrates the
Un::M:w: of _.o:w I 1ts own night, but also raises questions about
| J.nm S previous characterization of “folk’" as well. If “folk’" reall
w“ﬂwmm any ma.wcmmom people whatsoever, " why should this term _uw
as a moditier tor some items on the Jist? Wh
¢ Why do the terms folktal
WMFmozm“ ?_Mr art, folle drama, folk speech, and folk dance appear Erhm oﬁrw
: mn,_wwﬁm on the list — Jw._mm:mm, curses, jump-rope thymes, and mnemonic
€S — escape such qualification? Wh . “
¢ Why not simply enumerate ta]
song, art, drama, speech, and dance? Af ion
, , ¢ Atter all, these forms of .
regularly occur within the context f . ly shold mot
1r wit e Xt of groups and consequently should not
“Mmﬁw_ﬁ_:n modifier mM:A. Suspicion should be immediately aroused that
song, art, or drama expressed in the f .
folklore. In other word ly regards bk e
; s, perhaps Dundes really regard
hap: gards folksong or folk
MHMm as mM:m mﬂm dance which is characteristic of some mwmnmm_mf:m of
P, Tather than just any group, as he firs .

. st 1 t leads us to bel
Oﬂr.awi_mn_ the unqualified terms “'song” and “dance’” should h ) M%m.
sufficient for his list. e
.. :”. MMM:E be noswna_..msﬂ if the problems that we have identified could
> mwﬂm. d to the definition of Dundes alone, and be dismissed in favor of
‘ nn:n.S._:o:m om. on.rnn authorities. However, Dundes’s definition is

MH y _ﬁw%mv\sna:n“ it characterizes (or has conditioned) the perspective
Mu . mmmo. *, z:::un.w of contemporary folklorists. Rather than dismiss
Ts es’s o:chco.z_ much can be learned from it. If we seek todiscover
va\ no ﬂsmﬁm principle seems to emerge from his lengthy list, and if we
a nmﬂm.ﬂ e reasons for the reintroduction of the term “folk”’ mmmna Dundes
mmnnnwm izes it m_:_Em.ﬂ to .ﬁrn point of meaninglessness, we may emerge with
mH‘Mmﬁnw appreciation, if not a better definition, of folklore. The answers
_Mo these m:mm:.w:m are not self-evident, however. The problems are more
1storical than logical. To approach a soluti

. ution at all, we must attempr ¢
gain m> sense of the development of the concept of folklore over S.Bnﬁ ’
- serious study of forms that today are labeled ““folklore”” took ﬁ._mnn
ermany at the turn of the eighteenth century. A romantic and
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__,_—_::._—_.f_ I ,.a—«:.: »_A::__::n.r— —_:. tmes, _ﬂc:—»—:A_ﬁ,.ﬁ —x.::!—:ﬁ.ﬁ_ ﬂ—:r. ﬂ-..ﬁﬁ Av*.
cvilization which exalted the artifical and intellectual at the expense of
the matural and spiritual. They felt that, divorced from nature, man was
nothing, his cfforts empty and meaningless. Art and poetry could never
result from the mere intellectual manipulation and imitation of forms.
Poctry was not a deliberate act but an involuntary reaction to the natural
and historical environment, a product of feeling and the sensation of a
total and natural reality. If civilized man had been cut off from these
scnsations, more primitive peoples had not. The romantics collected
Volkslieder (folksongs) in the belief that they were essential for
reinvigorating national literatures and saving these literatures from sterile
intellectualism. The creation and perpetuation of folksongs was thought
to be a function of a group which had not severed its connections with
nature. The folk were once thought to comprise the nation asa whole, but
with the development of urban civilization they survived only as an
unlettered, uneducated, and marginal stratum of society — the peasantry .’
Nationalistic impulses directed the effort to describe and recapture
the traditions of the primitive nation. For brothers Wilhelm and Jacob
Grimm, the publication of Kinder- und Hausmarchen [Children and
Household Tales (1812-15)], Deutsche Sagen [ German Legends (1816-
18)], and Deutsche Mythologie [German Mythology (1835)]* was an
effort to document the poetic and spiritual character of the Germanic
people. The Grimms were concerned with the reconstruction of the
ancient Teutonic mythology which had been destroyed by the incursion of
Greek, Roman, and Christian civilization. The materials used for this
reconstruction were the tales, games, sayings, names, and idiomatic
phrases still to be found among the peasantry.®
These early scholarly and artistic interests betray a particular set of
assumptions about the materials which we have since labeled “folklore.”
First, the unlettered peasants, uncorrupted by civilization, were the
remnants and spiritual heirs of a native heathen nation. Second, their
distinctive tales, songs, speech forms, and customs reflected the past, they
were the fragments of the philosophy and way of life of an ancient people.
Third, the material and spiritual life of these ancient peoples could be
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reconstructed ::::ﬁr the ._.:L_.c_.::.f. analysis  and comparison  of

contemporary peasant tales and customs. What scems cructal for our
purposes 1s the recognition that the serious scholarly and scientific study
of these kinds of materials was based upon a belief that peasants were the
remnant of that ancient people who once lived upon the land, and that
peasant tales, songs, sayings, and customs echoed the life and spirit of
these ancestral folk.
The work of the Grimms proved enormously influential. In England,

a long tradition of antiquarian scholarship existed, focusing upon
anything old: old buildings, old legal documents, old artifacts, old tales,
old songs, old customs. These latter forms were often labeled “popular
antiquities” to designate their preservation among the people, i.e., the
peasantry and other common classes.” In 1846 William John Thoms
proposed that these popular antiquities be described by the term *“Folk-
Lore.” He modeled his suggested program for the study of folklore

directly upon the work of the Grimms. Thus the term “folklore” came

into being to designate materials believed to survive primarily among the

rural peasantry and to reflect life in the distant past.® Although the term

“folklore” would be redefined and qualified many times over, these
associations would never be eradicated entirely.

In the latter part of the nineteenth century, English folklore research
was further influenced by the development of cultural anthropology and
the evolutionary perspective of Edward B. Tylor and his disciples. Tylor
felt that the history of mankind reflected a development from simple
“'savage”’ stages through “barbarism’’ to “civilization.” (“"Savage” and
“barbarian” did not quite have the same pejorative connotations as they
do today. ) The proof of this evolutionary progression was demonstrated
by survivals, ““those processes, customs and opinions, and so forth, which
have been carried on by force of habit intoa new state of society different
from that in which they had their original home.”" Survivals did not quite
“'make sense”” in more advanced stages of society and thus betrayed their
savage origins. For example, a Scottish legend told how Saint Columba
buried Saint Cran beneath the foundation of his monastery in order to
propitiate the spirits of the soil who were demolishing at night what was
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hinlt by day. Tylor demonstrated q?:. this ._nmn:& was 508&.5. wrm
practice of foundation sacrifice, a practice <<._mnmw~nmm amang primitive
peoples, but which survived in mcﬂovm.o:_v\ in _mmn:.mm. el
Although such survivals abounded in peasant moﬁﬁvmw they dao
be found in industrial urban society; wﬂv\._oﬁ articulated, oJMxmb M.S.:
relationship between primitive mu.nmzﬁmﬂ_ozm to keep _‘.rmmwcznow M:_ v _m
the body and contemporary sneezing formulas, (e.g., Go | nwrmwﬁm.an.m_
Tylor’s evolutionism provided a new mz.& more n:noawmwﬂs% : !
framework for the kind of folklore mﬁcm_m.m ::.cm:m& .Tv\ the ZBBM .<<:r
study of folklore came to be mnms.mm asa r_mno:mm_ mn_mmﬁnm MOJnMHJMmmm o
“the comparison and identification of }m:mcass.w_m of archaic be s and
customs in the traditions of modern ages. .: C:.rwm ﬁ.rm Ow.::a_m, yle i
researches were neither romantic nor :mzoamrmsn in :MW: n_u:m:m:“o%
Instead, they were concerned with the r_.mmoQ m:m. eve on:ﬁ:ﬂﬁ
humankind as a whole, not just one vmwcn.ci_ma nation or Snmm& e
mythological beliefs and maﬁ:mﬂ of the wﬁBEer»% were Hmﬂmmm”n:n »
something to escape, not man&:zm to cherish. Fo ore was :m clico
the national spirit, but rather a relic om systems of primitive tk o—mm ond
belief. In fact, the evolutionists msS.m._o:m& ﬂrQw science as a H_m o::Rmm
science,”’ promoting greater nmz.o:wra\.“ morality, and mMn__gnB M”Mrm:
through the identification and elimination of remnants of these
o 13 |
pelie It is important to emphasize ﬁrmmM the _._M_nsﬂ:w\ WﬂmﬂMM:“w_MMMMMMWﬁm
and the past was not a matter of fact ut esta : Y defini ﬂrm.
Though survivals of past custom and belief EN& e em dded in the
. nres of lore, not every song, custom, riddle, or tale existing
MMMHHMMQ.@Q necessarily needs to be a UZ.E.:Em mESSM._._AZoﬁ Q,M\m_.mw
peasant tale containing a mcﬁnH:mES._ motif wmﬂc:mlmr in mmwnn_ b
primitive principles of m:_.z:.mS. and magic. When W.]. OEWno?m:nmm
term ‘‘folklore,”” he had in mind the B.w“:mﬂm,. n:mﬁoawmormm " rw
superstitions, ballads, and proverbs, etc. Erﬂnn”. _wz%cm t MM&QM@
upon the British past. But proverbs, customs, an mra as .Z.Nm o
forms — as genres — are not de facto carryovers To% the U:B_osavm:m
We can imagine examples of such genres as completely contemporary
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E.En_ creations <<_.n.r no privileged connections 16 the ancient past. But
nineteenth-century folklorists did not entertain this perspective _._::_,‘_:F.
had been defined as a survival and therefore, the study of folklore
:mnmmm«.ﬁmﬁmm the description and analysis of these primitive connections
Questions concerning the relation of these forms to the people from Eroi
they were collected — the peasants who continued to tell and express
mrwa — were almost irrelevant since these forms had been mnmzwm as
relics with no meaningful relations to the present.

/\,.\rm: the American Folklore Society was organized in the United
States in 1888, its mission, as its founders saw 1t, was to continue the
work of their British colleagues. William Wells Newell the first editor
of the %:«:& of American Folklore, instructed mo_r_oz.mam to collect the
fast-vanishing remains of folklore in America: the relics of English
folklore, the lore of French Canada and Mexico (i.e., that brought Tm the
other colonizers of the American continent), the lore of the anaoﬁw»sm
the _oHn. of the Indian tribes.' In fact, the category of Indian mozzo:m‘ was
mo:..nﬂr_:m of an anomaly, since many of these societies were still judged to
be in a stage of savagery. As folklore was defined as a survival from that
stage nto more advanced stages, Indians could not have folklore in the
ﬂwwr:_nm_ sense. “‘Mythology™ was the term utilized to characterize the
living systems of tales and beliefs of primitive peoples, whereas “folklore
was reserved for the survival of these systems in civilized societies. The
>Bn.:.nm~.~ Folklore Society dedicated itself to the study of both .O:_
::S:_m_m_smmm saved the Society’s journal from the title, The ?:.::; ovm
American Folklore and Mythology.'® .

Only a few years later, however, the distinction between folklore

.m.:m mythology began to evaporate when Newell redefined folklore as
o.b& tradition and belief handed down from generation to generatio

4:155 the use of writing,”"17 This redefinition was not meant ﬂomvm ~.n<o__.__u

tionary. Not accompanied by any proclamations of change in kinds of mate-
:m_m. to be studied or the methods of inquiry, it was probably promoted t

obviate the need for a distinction between “folklore” and v\h ﬁro_oo .
Nevertheless, .ﬁrm adoption of this definition had Important S-Mmmnm:w,.m

Whereas previous conceptualizations of folklore assumed it to be ancient 9..
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primigive, this new defintion required only that ie be traditional, handed
from generation to generation. In other words, folklore was related to the
past but not necessarily a dark, distant past. Furthermore, this new
definition was predicated on a type of communicative channel — oral
transmission. It did not require the existence of some particular “‘folk”
who must do the transmitting; nor did it delimit a specific kind of ““lore”
— that is, a special kind of information to be transmitted. “‘Lore” in
Newell’s definition is simply reduced to anything which is transmitted
over time without the use of writing. Furthermore, whereas previous
conceptualizations regarded folklore as only a remnant of something that
had once been whole and alive, the definition “‘oral tradition” does not
presuppose such a perspective. An oral tradition could be dying out, but
it could also be growing and thriving; the existential condition of folklore
is not predetermined by this definition. Of course, the ready adoption of
“oral tradition” by folklorists did not cause them to turn away from the
tales, songs, or superstitions which they had been studying. It did not
immediately change the opinion that these kinds of oral expressions were
dying out. It did not substantially alter their view of folklore as a
historical science. They simply directed their attention to the “tradition”
aspect of the definition — the information and belief that comes down
from the past — rather than to the ““oral”” aspect per se.’ Nor did they
immediately divert their attentions from those quaint, unlettered country
peoples from whom they believed such traditions could yet be harvested
in abundance. But the definition also contained within it the seeds for
change — change in the kinds of forms that could be regarded as folklore
as well as the kinds of questions that could be asked about them.

For example, although both the romantic-nationalists and the
evolutionists collected and studied legends, neither paid any attention to
jokes. In their conceptualization, jokes were simply not folklore. Jokes
were considered neither to reflect the spirit of the ancient folk-nation nor
to indicate the survival of primitive belief and thought. Consequently,
they fell outside the purview of folklore. But in terms of a definition of
folklore as “‘oral tradition,”” jokes could be studied (and the joke form
eventually gained prominence as an object of American folklore research).
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Fven wit nres
en ~_.r genres that had been studied under the older
» : Q > ’
mo:Gom M_Mmﬁ_u_c:? :wE_L:nm:c:m could now he asked. For example
o m mm rnn: examined only as a reflection of primitive onQ.
wmannw :ﬁ et om.mI.oS”wéﬁ if folksong is redefined as a song <i:.nr.
pates in, and is shaped by, th .
. v, the oral process over time. th
aspects of the conception of f . e ol
of folksong require ref; .
. ormulation. If a folk .
conceived to be any son ‘ o
g transmitted orally from generati .
. . eration to generati
questions about creation, transmiss; S 05?
. » transmussion, and transformation b
crucial: How is it com ¢ Ings 1 mB:on nIno <<n
posed? Who sings 1t? How is it !
‘ : transmitted?
and why does it vary th . [ o chan
y through time and across space?
ce? The process of ch
thus emerges asa central i isof thesom
alconcern. Ineach generatio
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. values an tefs. If this ve i
e . perspective is
Waﬁmn”szﬁmm<m:8mw a.song cannot be adequately conceptualized as the
on ot some ancient past. Ata Int in its hi
Hlectio - Atany point in its hist h !
e . . ory, the song is the
; lation of generations of cumulative modification. If it can be mm_.m to
retlectany group atall, perhaps i . w
. psitcanonly reflect the group in which it
currently sung — that A e et
group which has (for consci .
18— Ous or unconsc
reasons) maintained and t “the
ransformed elements fr .
| . om the past in th
Qmﬁ%: Mm a meaningful, contemporary expression. ’ )
er !
- .mﬂm,mﬁrm Hmmoa.:“m:oz of the concept of folklore was Inevitable
€ United States. With no .
th U W peasant society to regard as the phys;
nth . e physical and
p Emw embodiment of the ancestral folk — indeed, with Mo nati
ance . . . , |I<m
; F_QO vaMuc._mz_“us (the Indian tribes were native but not ancestors )
otklore study in the United St
ates could never be anythi
- : ything more than the
mw. Fﬂ_ms Exﬂrormmv\ or the collection of Old World folklore in
merica. The notion of a genuine Amer; w
A : I merican folklore would
possible under the older E . o
uropean conceptualizati Perh .
why the conceptual shif “survi e ol
ift from “‘survival” and “relic”’ to **
oy e and " relic” to “‘oral tradition”
1d su _uwnmmw %nﬁnﬂm:nn among folklorists in the United States
Am orn and bred oral traditions exj ive Am .
. ! s existed, but nativ 1
survivals were far less likely to be found - e
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if the concept of a peasantry was somewhat problematic for
folklorists in the United States, it nevertheless remained seminal 1n
FEurope. As various nations in Europe sought or achieved cultural and
political independence, the peasantry as an ideological concept increased
in importance. The peasantry remained, after all, the physical embodiment
of the people and way of life tied to the land. Peasants were regarded as
the symbol of a genuine national culture. Consequently, a tradition of
peasant ethnography arose which was devoted to the study of the whole
of peasant life. Peasant material, economic, social, and spiritual culture
were to be documented. Thus their houses, barns, fences, and crafts as
well as their tales, dances, songs, and calendar customs were extensively
described and studied. In Germany, this inquiry was known as
Volkskunde, in Sweden as folklwsforskning, and in English as folkhife.
Clearly, in the conceptualization of folklife, ““folk’ is central.?!
American folklorists, on the other hand, were more inclined to
predicate their notions of folklore on the conceptof a “lore” (in reality a
process ) and less on the concept of a “‘folk,”” although the concept of folk
was not entirely abandoned. The initial directive to study specific groups
— Indians, Negroes, French-Canadians, and Mexican-Americans — was
being faithfully fulfilled. American folklorists did not seem to recognize
the existence of oral traditions beyond the boundaries of traditional types
of unlettered or illiterate societies. They gave little thought to the specific
characteristics of such groups, however, and rarely addressed the relations
of such groups to the larger societies in which they were found.
American anthropologists working with peasants in Mexico and
Latin America did regard the idea of a “folk society’ as a useful construct.
Robert Redfield argued that the “folk society’ is distinguished by
specific characteristics. It is isolated and has little communication with
outsiders, although there is intense communication among the members
themselves. The society members are to a great extent physically,
behaviorally, and ideologically similar, with little change from one
generation to the next. Economically independent, the members produce
what they consume and consume what they produce. They use few
secondary tools (tools to make other tools) and they have no rapid
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machine manutacture. There i an absence of hooks People communicate
and pass on knowledge by word of mouth There s lide cnneal or
abstract thinking and no attempt to systematize knowledge; rather,
magical, anthropomorphic, and symbolic thought and expression are
standardly employed. Traditional values are regarded as sacred People
behave in personal and familial ways, even toward inanimate objects.
Members of folk societies express social relationships and rityal
obligations through economic exchange. There is a simple division of
labor, and commercia exchange at a money price is unknown 2
Redfield did not believe any society existed which fully embodied
all these traits. It was an jdeal type meant to contrast with the modern
city.” Some societies approximated this folk ideal more closely than
others. Overall, primitive societies resembled it to a greater degree than
peasant societies. Peasant societies, in Redfield’s estimation, were “part-
societies”” with “part-cultures.” Despite the fact that they reflected
many of the traits of the folk society, they were profoundly influenced by
the civilizations of which they were a part. The ““Great Tradition,”” the
tradition cultivated and recorded in the academies, temples, and other
great urban institutions — the tradition of the reflective few — flows
into and out of the “Little Tradition”” of the unreflective and illiterate
many. Peasant societies and cultures are the products of this interaction.
Despite continuities between primitive and peasant societies, peasant
societies remain incomplete and have to be studied with reference to the
Great Tradition of the urban centers with which they are in contact *
Redfield chose “folk”’ to designate his ideal type of society because
he felt that it was this society that possessed folklore and folksongs. He
regarded folklore and folksongs as the touchstones of the homogeneous
soctety, distinctive from the popular song and literature generated by
specialists in the city. For Redfield, folklore encountered in the urban
environment never occurred in robust form: it was always m_.nz.E.mr_.:mu
always a vestige. 25 [t was 4 survival — not of some ancient folk, but of that
homogeneous group whose expression it once had been.
Because Redfield predicates his definition of “‘folk”” upon a set of
objective criteria rather than a single kind of society, we are free to
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held interest i materials that cither were not artistic (e.g., belief,
medicme, custom), or not formulated in words (B dance, music,
craft). At present, most folklorists remain reluctant to do so.

This brief review is not intended to serve as a history of the
emergence and development of folklore studies. It 1s intended, however,
to illustrate concepts that have informed the characterization of folklore in
the past and which continue to do so in the present. At the very least, an
understanding of the problematic aspects of Dundes’s definition should
hecome apparent. One difficulty was that Dundes’s list of forms failed to
reflect any single underlying principle. The reason should now be clear.
Dundes has listed a great variety of folklore forms, but these forms can be
considered ‘‘folklore”” only if several definitions are employed
simultaneously. For example, such forms as myths, legends, tales, riddles,
proverbs, jokes, and tongue twisters can easily be subsumed under a
conception of folklore as “‘verbal art.”” But medicine, dance, festival,
custom, drama, art, symbols, gestures, music, recipes, etymologies, and

belief cannot, although they can be considered folklore under the
definition ‘‘unwritten tradition.”” Epitaphs, latrinalia, limericks,
envelope sealers, and autograph-book verse, however, are written forms.
They might be characterized as folklore because they are expressive forms
that stand apart from the “‘Great Tradition,” apart from the formal,
“official”’ institutions cultivated and sanctioned at the centers of position
and power. House, barn, and fence types, as well as quilt and embroidery
designs, are probably included because they have been given serious
attention by ““folklife”” scholars who have emphasized studying the
material aspects of the culture of some designated rural “folk.”” Of course,
many of these forms can be conceptualized as folklore under more than one
of these definitions. However, none of these definitions can be used to
characterize adequately all the forms on the list. What Dundes has given
us, therefore, is not a definition of folklore but a characterization of those
forms, both old and new, that have fascinated folklore scholars over the
past two hundred years.
The other difficulty with Dundes’s list was the reintroduction of the
term “‘folk” to qualify such diverse forms as tale, song, art, costume,
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forms and reports penerated and transmitted by Washington bureaucrats
as folklore. However, the jokes about the bureaucracy that they circulate,
the xeroxed cartoons and letters posted on the bulletin board, the locally
generated slang used to describe the work and personnel, the office
partics, and the stories the bureaucrats tell to one another at the local bar
would be considered folklore by many.

Dundes’s list was never fully meant to serve as a definition of
folklore at all. It was more of an attempt to identify for the introductory
student those forms that have traditionally interested the folklorist. But it
is important to be able to identify the concepts which have directed this
interest because these concepts fundamentally motivate, even if they do
not adequately define, folklore research. It is important to recognize that
the difficulties encountered in Dundes’s definition are not idiosyncratic;
they reflect larger issues in the conceptual base of the field as 2 whole.

For those who find brief definitions helpful, there is no dearth of

contemporary formulations: ‘“Materials . . . that circulate traditionally

among members of any group in different versions, whether in oral form or
by means of customary example” (1968);*! “The hidden submerged

culture lying behind the shadow of official civilization” (1968);*

“Artistic communication in small groups’ (1971);” “Communicative

processes [and ] forms . . . which evidence continuities and consistencies
in human thought and behavior through time or space” (1983).* All
these definitions have been proposed by prominent folklorists in an effort
to delimit their field of study. A student, however, will benefit more
from the effort to identify the concepts that underlie these definitions and
from the attempt to characterize their novel implications, than from
memorizing the definitions, recording them in a notebook, and accepting
them uncritically.

At this point, a definition is not really necessary. The field is still
being mapped and any hard and fast definition is likely to prove partial,
idiosyncratic, or inconsistent. What is necessary is an orientation,
however, and this orientation should be based upon those concepts that
seem to regularly inform the perspective of folklorists in their research. As
we have seen, folklorists seem to pursue reflections of the communal (a
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the informal (in relation to the tormal and mstitutiona| ). the margingl (in
relation to the centers of Powerand privilege ), the personal (communication
mmnm\~o+mnnv the traditiona) (stable over time), the aesthetic (artistic
expressions), and the ideological (expressions of belief and systems of
knowledge). Usually, folklorists approach the study of forms, behaviors,
and events with two or more of these concepts in mind, The advantage of

restrictive. It allows one to think of folklore less as a collection of things
than as a perspective from which almost any number of forms, behaviors,
and events may be examined.

The search for pew definitions of folklore should and wil] go on of-

course. Each new definition will undoubtedly reflect new or refined
concepts, introduce new perspectives, and probably create new problems.
In this respect, however, the study of folklore is not unique. Art,
literature, music, history, culture, philosophy, and mathematics are
equally difficult to conceptualize within g single and precise definition.®
Each of these domains i founded upon tmplicit and problematic concepts.
The tension that such problems produce. however, may be dynamic and
creative. The failure to successfully corral 2 field within 4 single, neat,
handy, and mutually agreeable definition does not suggest that 4 field
lacks value. Actually, it may indicate a special vitality and excitement.
This does not mean that we do not need some working definitions with
which to approach Inquiry, or that we should cease our attempts to
formulate comprehensive theoretica definitions. But we need not desire
them or cherish them too greatly. Definition js only a regaining of
equilibrium and composure from the stimulation and exhilaration of
research and discovery — ap intellectual “catching of the breath,”” 5o to
speak. Until we participate in research and experience that discovery, we
should not need to catch our breath tog often.
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Chapter 2
Ethnic Groups
and Ethnic Folklore
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