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Metafolklore and Oral Literary Criticism 81

“ethnography of speaking folklore” as it has been termed, suggests that to the “laws” of
form (Olrik) and the “laws” of change (Aarne) may be added the “law” of use.? The discov-
ery of such laws or rules opens a new area of folklore research.

The current interest in the collection of context, however, has partially obscured the
equally necessary and important task of collecting the meaning(s) of folklore. One must
distinguish between use and meaning. The collection of context and preferably a number
of different contexts for the same item of folklore is certainly helpful in ascertaining the
meaning or meanings of an item of folklore. But it cannot be assumed that the collection
of context per se automatically ensures the collection of meaning. Suppose a folklorist col-
lected the following Yoruba proverb:

A proverb is like a horse: when the truth is missing, we use a proverb to find it.*

Let us assume that he or she also collected the typical context of this proverb in which
it is employed in an introductory capacity prior to uttering another proverb which was
designed to settle a particular dispute, The introductory proverb announces to the audi-
ence that the arbitrator is planning to use a proverb and reminds them of the great power
and prestige of proverbs in such situations. But from this text and context, does the collec-
tor know precisely what the proverb means? What exactly is meant by comparing a prov-
erb to a horse? While the meaning(s) of a proverb are unquestionably involved in an indi-
vidual’s decision whether or not the quotation of that particular proverb is appropriate in
a given context, the folklore collector may miss the meaning(s) even though he or she has
faithfully recorded text and context. One cannot always guess the meaning from context.
For this reason, folklorists must actively seek to elicit the meaning of folklore from the folk.

As a terminological aid for the collection of meaning, I have proposed “oral literary
criticism.” The term is obviously derived from “literary criticism,” which refers to a host of
methods of analyzing and interpreting works of written literature. Even a beginner in liter-
ary criticism soon discovers that there are alternative and rival interpretations of one and
the same work of art. The identical phenomenon occurs in the case of folklore which for
the sake of the discussion we may call “oral literature” (although this unfortunately tends
to exclude nonverbal folklore). For each item of oral literature, there is a variety of oral
literary criticism. This is an important point inasmuch as folklorists, despite the fact that
they are accustomed to thinking of variation in the texts of folklore, often wrongly assume
that there is only one correct meaning or interpretation. There is no one right interpreta-
tion of an item of folklore any more than there is but one right version of a game or song.
(We must overcome our penchant for monolithic perspectives as exemplified in mono-
theism, monogamy, and the like.) There are multiple meanings and interpretations and
they all ought to be collected. One could ask ten different informants what each thought
a given joke meant and one might obtain ten different answers. It is difficult to determine
the gamut of interpretation because there has been comparatively little collection of oral
literary criticism.

The interpretation which is made is inevitably from the collector’s point of view. There
is nothing wrong with analytic as opposed to native interpretations, but the one does not
eliminate the need for the other. Unfortunately, in a few instances, the analyst-collector
suggests that this interpretation is really the natives’ own interpretation. Melville Jacobs,
for example, tries to “see the literature as it appeared to Chinooks,” but one wonders if the
Chinooks would have agreed with Jacobs’ interpretations. Jacobs has reconstructed oral
literary criticism but this may not be the same as the oral literary criticism he might have
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collected. The nature of his criticism is revealed in his discussion of Clackamas Chinook
humor when he speaks of his methodology. “. . . I enumerated 130 instances in the
Clackamas collection where I was certain that an audience at a folkloristic recital responded
with smiles or laughter” or “... I took each of the 130 fun situations and attempted to pin-
point each fun generating factor or stimulus to humor which I believe to have been pres-
ent in them” make the analytic bias clear.” Jacobs was not present at a Clackamas Chinook
tale-telling session—he collected the tales from a highly acculturated informant in relative
isolation—and he can give little more than educated guesses. Even in our own culture, it
would be difficult to guess whether or not a “funny” story got a laugh and more particu-
larly to know just at what points in the joke laughs were stimulated. One must not only
record laughter (distinguishing types of laughter—a giggle, a bellylaugh), but one must try
to find out what was funny and why the audience members laughed or did not laugh.

It is not easy to collect oral literary criticism. Much of it has probably never been con-
sciously formulated. Yet the meanings and traditional interpretations of folkloristic mate-
rials are transmitted from individual to individual and from generation to generation just
as is folklore itself. But some types of oral literary criticism are easier to collect than others
and it might be well to mention them first.

One source of oral literary criticism comes from folklore itself rather than directly from
the folk. There are a limited number of folkloristic commentaries on folklore. As there is
a term “metalanguage” to refer to linguistic statements about language, so we may suggest
“metafolklore” to refer to folkloristic statements about folklore. Examples of metafolklore
or the “folklore of folklore” would be proverbs about proverbs, jokes about joke cycles, folk-
songs about folksongs and the like. Metafolklore is not necessarily intragenre. There are prov-
erbs about myths, for example. The previously cited Yoruba proverb would be an instance
of metafolklore. It is a folkloristic commentary about a folklore genre, namely, the proverb:
“A proverb is like a horse: when the truth is missing, we use a proverb to find it This clearly
indicates an attitude towards a key function of proverbs in Yoruba culture, the function
being the determination of truth in problem situations or disputes. Of course, since meta-
folklore is still, after all, folklore, it is necessary to elicit oral literary criticism of the metafolk-
loristic texts themselves. The meaning of the Yoruba proverb, according to one informant, is
that by mounting a horse, as opposed to goats, sheep, dogs, and other animals found among
the Yoruba, one can quickly obtain a superior perspective. From the back of a horse, one can
see further than one can from the ground and the immediate local problem may be seen in
a new and better light. A proverb is like the horse inasmuch as it also provides a speedy and
efficacious means of getting above the immediate problem-situation and of placing it in a
perspective which is more likely to result in finding a just and proper solution.

An example of a metafolkloristic joke is the following: It was a dark and stormy night
and this guy goes up to this old farm house. He’s a salesman and he says to the farmer, “I'm
a salesman, my car broke down, and I need a place to stay.” And the farmer says, “That’s all
right, but there’s just one thing, we have no extra rooms to spare so you'll have to sleep with
my son.” And the salesman says, “Oh my God, I must be in the wrong joke.” Here is a folk
comment on the nature of the traveling salesman joke cycle. Invariably the jokes involve
the seduction of the farmer’s daughter and/or wife. In most jokes in the cycle, as you may
know, the farmer explains to the salesman that he can stay but that the only available space
is in his daughter’s room. This is thus a joke about a joke cycle and it draws attention to
one of the critical content features of the cycle. Once again, one could elicit oral literary
criticism of this bit of metafolklore. One might find, for example, that the substitution of
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homosexuality for heterosexuality is particularly significant in the light of our culture’s
taboo against homosexual activities. The mere suggestion of such activities to a traveling
salesman, the epitome of unrestrained heterosexual impulse, is so shocking as to call a halt
to the story. In other words, at the very mention of homosexuality, the American male
wants out because this activity is “wrong”: the salesman is in the wrong joke. (The break-
ing out of the joke is analogous to the breaking of the “fourth wall” in theatrical parlance.)
Actors normally regard the proscenium as the fourth wall of a room. Occasionally, an actor
will break the convention and will speak directly to the audience. Some plays, like this trav-
eling salesman joke, specifically call for the breaking of the conventional vehicle.

Sometimes the metafolklore may comment on the formal features rather than on the
content of folklore. For example, consider the following melafolkloristic joke based upon
the “knock, knock” cycle.

Knock!
Who's there?
Opportunity.

Here attention is drawn to the distinct characteristic reduplicative opening formula of
jokes in this cycle: knock, knock. The use of just one “knock” is incorrect but is ratio-
nalized by reference to a proverb: “opportunity only knocks once.” Such parodies of
and plays on folkloristic forms can be useful sources of the folk’s own attitudes towards
their folklore.

Another source of overt literary criticism besides metafolkloristic texts consists of the
asides or explanatory commentary made by raconteurs as they tell tales or sing songs. These
asides are sometimes unwisely eliminated by the overscrupulous editor but they should
not be. Two examples from a Potawatomi informant may illustrate the nature of these
asides. At the beginning of one tale, my informant said, “Well there was once, there was a
little boy. There was always a little boy, you know, and . .. " The line “There was always a
little boy” is a folk confirmation of one of the important characteristics of certain folkeales,
namely that the protagonist is a little boy. Such a comment might be particularly valuable
if the folklorist-collector did not know in advance what kinds of tales were in his infor-
mant’s repertoire. The comment indicates that there are a great many tales with little boys
in them and it also serves to authenticate the particular tale he is recounting. It is as if to say
that traditional tales must have little boys in them as protagonists and so in this traditional
tale I am about to tell there is this required stereotyped character.

Another self-critical aside made by my informant came in a version of Big Turtle’s War
Party. In the mock plea (Motif K 581.1, drowning punishment for turtle) episode, the vil-
lagers are devising ways to kill the captured turtle. First they discuss throwing him into a
kettle of boiling water, but the turtle threatens to splash the water and scald their children.
Next, the villagers suggest tying him to a tree and shooting him with buckshot—at which
point the narrator observed “I don’t know whether they had any buckshot in those days
or not” before concluding with the final throwing of the turtle into a river a la the tarbaby
rabbit into the briarpatch. This commentary challenges the historical accuracy of the tale.
Given the time setting of this American Indian tale—when animals were like people, the
occurrence of such an obvious acculturated element of material culture as buckshot upset
the sensibilities of my sensitive story-teller. However, he did not deny or alter the tradi-
tional tale as he knew it. He merely inserted a partial disclaimer, thereby expressing his
own parenthetical doubts.
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The problem with metafolklore and with the raconteur’s asides is that they provide at
best only an incomplete picture of the folk’s evaluation of their folklore. For some folklore,
no metafolklore has been recorded; for some genres few asides have been published. What
is needed is the rigorous and systematic elicitation of oral literary criticism. A tale or song
might be treated by the folklorist-collector much as a modern psychiatrist treats a dream.
As the psychiatrist asks his dreamer-patient to “free associate” and to comment on the
various elements in the dream, so the folklorist-collector should ask his informant to “free
associate” in the same manner, attempting to explain or comment on each element in the
tale. Too often the text-hungry folklorist immediately after the recitation of a tale or song
will say, “That’s fine, do you know any more like that .. .” and he will not patiently seck to
have the informant provide a folk exegesis of the tale just told. Perhaps the collector should
consider the item of folklore collected as a projective test or should we say “projective text”
and in that event he should ask the informant to make up a story about the story.

Even more desirable would be to elicit the oral literary criticisms of both raconteur
and audience. The meaning for the tale teller is not necessarily the same as the meaning
for the audience or rather the different meanings for different members of the audience.
It is incredible that folklorists speak of #he meaning of a folktale. Moreover, the existence
of multiple meanings suggests communication blocks. One might assume that if A and
B, members of the same culture, both know a given folklore text that this text serves as
a strong bond linking A and B. However, if A and B interpret the text differently, then
A’s addressing it to B might result in misunderstanding rather than understanding. The
following may serve to illustrate multiple meanings.

There is a folk metaphor (proverbial phrase) “to have an axe to grind” and to me it means
to have a bias as a lobbyist might have. If I said, “Watch out for so and so, he has an axe to
grind,” I would be warning against accepting what that individual said at face value inas-
much as his words or actions would be influenced by what I considered to be a vested inter-
est. Archer Taylor told me that he thought the metaphor connoted the asking of a favor inas-
much as it takes two men to grind an axe, one to spin the whet-stone and the other to hold
the axe. Thus if one individual came to another and announced that he had an axe to grind,
he would be asking the other person to stop what he was doing and help him grind the axe.
The dictionary supports this interpretation by saying “to have an object of one’s own to gain
or promote.”” However, there is another traditional meaning of this metaphor, the meaning
of “grudge.” According to informants, “to have an axe to grind” is similar to havinga “bone to
pick” with someone. One informant related that if he had neglected to do one of his assigned
houschold chores, say taking out the garbage at the end of the day, the next morning his
mother would say to him “T've got an axe to grind with you, you didn’t take the garbage out
last night.” The informant explained that “T've got an axe to grind with you” meant “There’s
going to be friction, sparks were going to fly, just as sparks fly when an axe is ground.” I dis-
covered that my wife also uses this meaning. Our neighbor’s dog occasionally knocks over
and rifles our garbage can. My wife indicated that she would think it appropriate to call up
our neighbor and say, “T have an axe to grind with you,” meaning there was something she was
angry about. Here then are two distinct interpretations of the same folk metaphor.

In some instances the meaning may be fairly constant, but the evaluation of the com-
mon meaning may vary. For example, the proverb “A rolling stone gathers no moss” means
that a person who moves around from place to place, not staying in any one place for very
long, will never belong to a place, or look as though he belongs to that place. The oral lit-
erary critical difference concerns whether this is good or bad. In the older tradition, it was
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bad and the proverb might be cited to keep someone from roaming too far and wide, to
urge him to stay at one place. But in modern usage, at least in some quarters, the accumu-
lation of moss is considered to be a negative characteristic and the “rolling stone” is con-
ceived of as the ideal unencumbered life. Admittedly these differences could be gleaned
from printed contextual instances of the proverb in novels and newspapers, but the point
is that folklore collectors ought to obtain direct oral interpretations of the proverb at the
time of collection.

As has been noted, it is not always casy to clicit oral literary criticism. The folk know
and use folklore without bothering to articulate their aesthetic evaluations. For some types
of oral literary criticism, e.g., symbolism, an indirect method of eliciting might be recom-
mended. The problem in symbolism is that the folk may not be completely conscious of
the one or more symbolic meanings of an element of folklore. This is understandable in
view of the fact that it is often the taboo activities and ideas which find expression outlets
in symbolic form. If the folk consciously recognized the symbolic significance of the joke
or folksong element, this element might not be able to continue to serve as a safe, socially
sanctioned outlet. (Cf. the popular belief that analysis of a work of art interferes with or
ruins ones enjoyment of it.) Fortunately, much of the symbolism in folklore is baldly stated
and may be obvious enough to some of the members of the culture concerned. But the
study of symbolism would surely be greatly advanced if symbolic interpretations of folk-
lore were obtained from the folk rather than from Freudian folklorists. No one likes to
accept an ex cathedra pronouncement that a shoe can symbolize female genitalia. Even the
folkloristic “evidence” such as is provided by nursery rhymes among other genres leaves the
issue in some doubt.

There was an old woman who lived in a shoe
She had so many children she didn’t know what to do.

People don’t live in shoes and the possible connection between a woman’s living in a shoe
and having lots of children requires explanation. The sequel verse: “There was another old
woman who lived in a shoe, she didn’t have any children, she knew what to do” suggests the
sexual nature of the symbolism with the implicit statement that a knowledge of contracep-
tive measures can allow a woman to live in a shoe and not have children. One might also
consider the possible symbolism in:

Cock a doodle doo!

My dame has lost her shoe

My master’s lost his fiddling stick
And doesn’t know what to do.!

Maybe there isn’t a reference to a woman who has lost her vagina matched by a man who
has lost his phallus, but if not, the logical connection between a shoeless dame and fiddle
stick-less master remains to be seen. But the point is that one should not guess at such
interpretations; one should go to the primary sources and ask the folk. Let field data prove
or disprove armchair guesswork. What does the shoe suggest to the informant? Can the
informant draw a picture of the old woman and her shoe? Perhaps a modified Thematic
Apperception Test based upon the nursery rhyme (or other folklore) can be devised and
administered. While it may be true that not all informants will be equally facile in articu-
lating oral literary criticism, some will be able to do so. Even a passive bearer of tradition (as
opposed to the active bearer who tells the tale or sings the song) may he able to contribute
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an interpretation. Folklorists should be just as anxious to collect variant interpretations of
a folksong’s meaning as they are to collect variants of the folksong’s text!"!

As a final argument for the collection of oral literary criticism, I would note the inter-
pretation of the word folklore itself, especially among the folk. The meaning of “folklore”
in the phrase “That’s just folklore’ is similar to one of the meanings of myth, namely false-
hood, error, and the like. I suspect that it is this pejorative connotation which has encour-
aged some folklorists to consciously avoid the term substituting instead “verbal or spoken
art,” “oral or folk literature,” and many others. More serious is the fact that this “folk” inter-
pretation of the word “folklore” makes it difhicult for the discipline of folklore and its prac-
titioners to gain academic status. If folklore is error, then a Ph.D. in folklore is the height of
folly, and the notion of a whole discipline devoted to error is unthinkable in the academic
context of the search for truth. To use the term folklore without an awareness of the folk
interpretation of the term is unwise.

One final point concerns the necessity for the continued and repeated attempts to elicit
oral literary criticism. It is a commonplace that each generation reinterprets anew its folk-
lore, but do we have records of these interpretations and reinterpretations? Sometimes the
text is altered to fit new needs, but probably it is the interpretation of texts which changes
more. The task of collecting oral literary criticism from a folk can never be completed
any more than the task of collecting folklore from that folk can be. Even if both texts and
interpretations remained almost exactly the same over a long period of time, this would
still be well worth knowing. It might be an important index of the overall stability of that
folk. Here also is an opportunity to use the scores of texts without commentary which line
library shelves and archives. These texts may be taken back into the field and folk explication
de texte’s sought. Our goal for future folklore collection should be fewer texts and more
contexts, with accompanying detailed oral literary criticisms.
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FroM ET1Cc TO EMIC UNITS IN THE
STRUCTURAL STUDY OF FOLKTALES

(Postscript) The Motif-Index and the Tale Type Index: A Critique

Introduction

Dundes opened this essay on folk material with a binary division of diachronic and syn-
chronic perspectives of time. Diachronic approached the development of material histori-
cally, whereas synchronic analysis examined items contemporaneously. Dundes observed
that diachronic approaches had dominated thinking about folklore, leading, he argued,
to analyses of lore without the folk, that is, without the social basis of the material. One
result, he claimed, was the identification of original forms without questioning how those
forms came into being in the first place. A move toward synchronic approaches raised the
issue of the basic unit of analysis, especially if comparative work was to be carried out.
Pointing out problems with the literary “motif ” as a comparative unit of narrative, Dundes
proposed the use of structural units such as motifeme and allomotif. These were drawn
from the formalist theories of Vladimir Propp, who conceived of predictable “functions”
or actions that occur in certain places within the sequence of the story.

The advantage of the structural units of motifeme and allomotifs, according to Dundes,
was that they represented the elements of a story as they were told by a narrator. In this way,
they composed “emic” units (applying a term proposed by linguist Kenneth Pike). Drawn
from “phonemic,” a sound used in a language community, emic generally refers to native
categories. Etic is comparable to “phonetic,” a system devised by the analyst’s rendering of
speech sounds, thus forming what is thought of as an “analytic” category.

The rhetoric of “type” and “motif” came from literary study, in which key incidents
and objects were used to categorize the composition of stories and to suggest subjects
for imaginative treatment. Applied to oral literature, type referred to recognizable uni-
fied plots that tended to remain intact in collected stories around the world, and could
be organized into various themes, such as “animal tales” (types 1-299), “tales of magic”
(300-749), and “formula tales” (2000-2399). Motifs were components of stories that
drew attention to themselves, such as the object “glass shoes” (F823.2) or the incident of
“Slipper test. Identification by fitting of slipper” (H36.1) in Cinderella. The letters before
the numbers range from A (mythological motifs) to Z (miscellaneous groups of motifs).
Their arrangement suggests a hierarchy of narrative, giving primary place to the oldest or

88
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most developed myths, and secondary position to folktales, going from “Animals” (B) to
“Traits of Character” (W). Humor, presumably more contemporary and concise, is rel-
egated to the end in the famous “X” slot (“Humor concerning sex” was X700-799). The
classification system of the motif-index has been likened to the Dewey decimal system of
library classification, because decimal points allow for expansion as the corpus of known
folkeales grows.

The tale-type and motif indexes, now standard reference works identifying folk narra-
tive building blocks, were conceived of in the early twentieth century as a way to global-
ize the study of folktale, with the intent of finding the origins and distribution of its ele-
ments. Even before the landmark original volumes on tale types by Antti Aarne (1910)
and Stith Thompson ([1928] 1961), there had been classifications of songs and stories
that attempted to identify units of narrative so as to facilitate international comparison.
Although recognizing Dundes’s criticisms, folkloristic advocates of motif and type indexes,
such as Hasan El-Shamy, have noted that Thompson’s motif-index was the first reference
to go beyond “mere alphabetical lists of terms” and differentiate between motifs and folk-
tale types. Thompson also incorporated more folk material than Aarne, since Thompson
included ballads, fables, local legends, and jokes. Aarne’s tale-type index systemized mostly
European wonder tales into a numerical list, and identified subtypes. It implied that all
versions of a type had a genetic relationship, but Thompson’s motif index did not ([1932-
1936] 1975). The extent of classificatory work, according to the principles established by
Aarne and Thompson, is indicated by 186 entries in David S. Azzolina’s Tale Type- and
Motif-Indexes (1987). It is a list that has continued to grow (see El-Shamy 2004; Jason
2000; Goldberg 2000; Tatum 2000; Jauhiainen 1998; Wiirzbach 1995; Neugaard 1993;
and Stitt and Dodge 1991).

Attached to Dundes’s original 1962 polemic against the tale-type and motif indexes is
a postscript with a more temperate tone, published thirty-five years later. He pointed out
additional problems of the indices, based on etic units, but announced that they still pro-
vided “two of the most valuable tools in the professional folklorist’s arsenal of aids for anal-
ysis.” Some of Dundes’s concerns for expanding the coverage of the indices were addressed
in the three volumes of Hans-Jérg Uther’s The Tipes of International Folktales (2004). The
commentaries on classification by motif and type by Uther, Dundes, and other folklorists
can be read in a special issue of the Journal of Folklore Research (1997), and in Archetypes
and Motifs in Folklore and Literature (Garry and El-Shamy 2005). See also Ben-Amos
1980; Georges 1983; and Holbek 1990.

The structural analysis of motifemes and allomotifs, as it turns out, has not displaced
the identification of motifs and types in folkloristics. However, for the purposes of com-
parison and interpretation, Dundes’s oft-cited essay signaled more attention paid to alter-
native, emic systems of representing narratives as they are learned and communicated.
Dundes demonstrated the symbolic equivalence of allomotifs for a single tale type in “The
Symbolic Equivalence of Allomotifs in the Rabbit-Herd (AT 570),” reprinted in Parsing
Through Customs (1987j). He also used a Proppian classificatory approach in his doctoral
dissertation, published as The Morphology of North American Indian Folktales (1964b).
Dundes’s influence is apparent in the essays in Pasterns in Oral Literature, edited by Heda
Jason and Dimitri Segal (1977), which took up the challenge of structural models for oral
literature. Other studies using allomotifs include S. S. Jones 1990; Lovell-Smith 1996;
Holbek 1993; and Carroll 1992a, 1992b.



From Etic to Emic Units in the

Structural Study of Folktales

TRADITIONALLY, THE STUDY OF FOLKLORE in general and folkrales in par-
ticular has tended to be diachronic rather than synchronic. The emphasis has clearly been
upon the genesis and development of folkloristic materials rather than upon the structure
of these materials. Folklorists of the late nineteenth century were much more concerned
with how folklore came into being than with what folklore was. Genetic explanations were
considered sufficient to define the nature of folklore. Thus the solar mythologists claimed
that the bulk of folkloristic materials was primitive man’s poetic translation of celestial
phenomena such as the rising and setting of the sun. After the “eclipse of solar mythol-
ogy” as Richard M. Dorson has so felicitously phrased it,' there came the Anthropological
School. The members of this group were convinced that folklore evolved from historical
facts and primordial customs. In the course of the unilinear evolution of all cultures, there
were preserved Vestigial remains of the archaic origins. These remains were termed surviv-
als in culture, and the study of these survivals was called folklore. The modern version of
this form of diachronic study is fostered by the advocates of the myth-ritual theory who
claim that all myth evolves from ritual. Since no attempt is made to explain the ultimate
origin of the ritual, one can see that the question of genesis has been dropped in favor of
the question of evolutionary development. Similarly, in the most modern method of folk-
lore study, the so-called Finnish historical-geographical method, questions of ultimate ori-
gin are eschewed. The aim of this method is the delineation of the “complete life history of
a particular tale”” The users of the historical-geographical method attempt to determine
the paths of dissemination and the process of development of folkloristic materials. By
assembling all the known versions of a particular tale, the folklorist seeks to reconstruct
the hypothetical original form of the tale. There is, however, no attempt to explain how
this original form may have come into being in the first place. Thus there has been a move-
ment away from the early interest in genesis and cause towards an interest in the process
of transmission and evolutionary development. But in any case, the study of folklore has
remained diachronic.

All three approaches to folklore—the mythological, the anthropological, and the his-
torical-geographical—are alike not only in that they arc diachronic, but also in that they
are comparative. All three utilize materials from many cultures. This was why it became
apparent to folklorists, no matter which of these approaches they favored, that for com-
parative studies there had to be some convenient means of referring to individual parts
or pieces of folkloristic items as well as to these items as wholes. In the second place, in
order to have trustworthy comparison, one needed to operate with comparable units. This
was particularly important to the members of the Finnish school inasmuch as it was pre-
cisely the differences of some of the smaller units of a given folktale upon which the con-
clusions of a historical-geographical study were often based. Unfortunately, the system of
units which was developed was primarily intended to answer only the first need, that is, of
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supplying a means of referring to individual parts and pieces of folklore as well as to larger
chunks of folklore. The criterion of having genuine comparable units did not enter into the
construction of either the motif-index or the Aarne-Thompson tale-type index. Thus how-
ever useful the motif-index and tale-type index may be as bibliographical aids or as means
of symbol shorthand, their basic units, namely the motif and tale type, do not provide an
adequate basis for comparative studies.

In order to see the inadequacy of the motif and tale type as units to be used in the com-
parative study of the folktale, one must have some idea of what any kind of a basic unit
should consist of. Units are utilitarian logical constructs of measure which, though admit-
tedly relativistic and arbitrary, permit greater facility in the examination and comparison
of the materials studied in the natural and social sciences. It is important that units be
standards of one kind of quantity (e.g., units of heat, length, and so forth). Units can be
conceived as being abstractions of distinct entities which may be combined to form larger
units or broken down into smaller units. There is an infinitude of units since they are man-
made categorical attempts to describe the nature of objective reality. With a relativistic per-
spective, one can see that no matter what unit one considers, other smaller subunits may
be postulated. Historically, this is what has happened in the development of the neutron
from the atom which in turn developed from the molecule. A minimal unit may thus be
defined as the smallest unit useful for a given analysis with the implicit understanding that
although a minimal unit could be subdivided, it would serve no useful purpose to do so.

Folklorists are not alone with regard to encountering difficulties in defining appro-
priate units. As Kluckhohn points out: “Most anthropologists would agree that no con-
stant elemental units like atoms, cells, or genes have as yet been satisfactorily established
with culture in general.”® On the other hand, in one area of anthropology, namely linguis-
tics, such units as the phoneme and the morpheme have been delimited. Roman Jakobson
remarks in connection with the phoneme that “Linguistic analysis with its concept of ulti-
mate phonemic entities signally converges with modern physics which revealed the gran-
ular structure of matter as composed of elementary particles.” However, most anthropol-
ogists and linguists seem to feel that the units of linguistics, although extremely useful
in the study of language, are of little or no use outside the linguistic area.”> One notable
exception is Kenneth Pike, who has even tried to employ linguistics-like units in an analy-
sis of all human behavior. In his ambitious Language in Relation to a Unified Theory of the
Structure of Human Behavior, Pike makes a number of stimulating theoretical statements
which appear to be applicable to folklore. Although Pike makes no mention of folklore
by name, he begins his study with an analysis of a party game which falls, of course, in the
realm of folklore. If one examines Pike’s theoretical presentation, one can see that it may
well be that folklorists can profit from the model provided by linguists. True, it is always
dangerous to use ready-made patterns since there is the inevitable risk of forcing material
into the prefabricated Procrustean pattern. However, this technique is justified if it aids in
solving a problem, in this instance, namely the determination of units in folklore. It there-
fore remains to be demonstrated that first, the motif and tale type are nonstructural, or to
use Pike’s apt term, etic units, and second that there are empirically observable structural
or emic units in folktales which may be discovered through the application of quasi-lin-
guistic techniques.

One cannot criticize the motif on the basis of its not being monomial or indecompos-
able. As has already been stated, any unit can be subdivided into smaller units. However,
the motif is open to criticism as a unit in that it is not a standard of one kind of quantity.
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Thompson’s discussion of the motif makes this clear. According to Thompson, a motif is
“the smallest element in a tale having a power to persist in tradition.” It is noteworthy that
in this definition, the crucial differentia is what the element does (i.e., persists in tradition)
rather than what the element is. The definition is thus diachronic rather than synchronic.
Thompson speaks of three classes of motifs. First there are actors; second are “items in the
background of the action—magic objects, unusual customs, strange beliefs and the like”;
and third there are “single incidents” which, according to Thompson, “comprise the great
majority of motifs” Exactly what an incident is is never stated. If motifs can be actors,
items, and incidents, then they are hardly units. They are not measures of a single quantity.
There are, after all, no classes of inch or ounce. In addition, the classes of motifs are not
even mutually exclusive. Can one conceive of an incident which does not include either
an actor or an item, if not both? It is reiterated that without rigorously defined units, true
comparison is well-nigh impossible. Can an actor be compared with an item?

Perhaps the most important theoretical consequence of the use of the motif as a mini-
mal unit has been the tendency to regard motifs as totally free entities which are indepen-
dent of contextual environments. Moreover, the superorganic abstraction is often given
a life of its own. When Thompson in speaking of motifs asks: “Do some combine freely
everywhere?” the wording is no accident. The abstract units are the subject of the verb and
the question is whether they do the combining. This is made clear by Thompson’s follow-
ing question: “Are some isolated, /iving an independent life as a single-motif tale-type?””
But the most critical consequence of chopping up folklore into motifs is that mentioned
above, namely that the motif is considered to be a completely isolable unit. Furthermore,
such a unit is often assumed to be able to enter freely into limitless combinations. Lowie,
for example, speaks of a “perfectly free” element of folklore which could appear in vari-
ous combinations.®

Yet if motifs are truly free to combine, then the larger unit, the tale type, appears to be on
somewhat shaky ground. A type, according to Thompson, is “a traditional tale that has an
independent existence.” Once again, it may be seen that the tale type is not defined in terms
of morphological characteristics. Instead, just as in the case of the motif, the criterion of
existence through time is employed. Thompson notes that a complete tale or type is “made
up of a number of motifs in a relatively fixed order and combination.” If the motifs are in a
relatively fixed order, then it appears to be unlikely that they “combine freely everywhere.”
However, if one presumed from the description of a tale type that a tale type was simply a
unit made up of smaller units called motifs, one would have to take account of the fact that
one class of motifs, namely incidents, may serve as “true tale-types,” and, in fact, according to
Thompson, “By far the largest number of traditional types consist of these single motifs.™ If
this is so, then the distinction between motif and tale type seems somewhat blurred.

The Hungarian folklorist Hans Honti has given probably the best description of the tale
type as a unit.” He observes that there are three possible ways of looking at the tale type as
aunit. First, the tale type is a binding together of a number of motifs; second, the tale type
stands as an individual entity in contrast with other tale types; and third, the tale type is,
so to speak, a substance which is manifested in multiple appearances called variants. Honti
then points out that in purely morphological terms, a tale type is only a formal unit when
contrasted with other tale types. He rejects the other two types of unity after makinga com-
parison with botanical classification. He notes that plants are composed of similar morpho-
logical elements: roots, stalks, leaves, and so on. However much these elements may differ
in different types, they are uniform within individual types. Thus one can put plants into a
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structurally based classification system according to the constitution of their roots, stalks,
leaves, and so on. But, in the case of folktales, the type is either made up of a variable com-
bination of motifs or a great number of variants. In other words, the constituent elements
of folkeales, according to Honti, are not constant, but rather extremely variable. This makes
strictly morphological classification difficult. It should be noted here that folklorists have
somehow sensed that there is something of a fixed pattern in the arrangement of motifs in
a folkrale, but at the same time they have realized that the motifs may vary considerably.
The very heart of the matter of folktale analysis is to ascertain what is constant and what is
variable. This may well involve the distinction between form and content.!! Form would be
the constant while content would be the variable. In this light, one can see that the Aarne-
Thompson tale typology is based upon the content, that is, the variable.

Aarne has three major divisions of folktales: Animal Tales, Ordinary Folktales, and
Jokes and Anecdotes. The second division, which is the largest, has numerous subdivi-
sions including: A. Tales of Magic, B. Religious Tales, C. Novelle or Romantic Tales, and
D. Tales of the Stupid Ogre. Moreover, subdivision A., Tales of Magic, is further subdi-
vided into: Supernatural Adversaries, Supernatural or Enchanted Husband (Wife) or
Other Relatives, Superhuman Tasks, Supernatural Helpers, Magic Objects, Supernatural
Power or Knowledge, and Other Tales of the Supernatural. Aarne then groups his tales,
which by the way were restricted to collections from northern and western Europe, under
these subjective headings. Only the Formula Tales category, which is listed under Jokes
and Anecdotes, may be said to be based upon structural criteria.

One can see from even a cursory examination that this classification is not based upon
the structure of the tales themselves so much as the subjective evaluation of the classifier.
And yet this is all that folklorists have in the way of tale typology. If a tale involves a stupid
ogre and a magic object, it is truly an arbitrary decision whether the tale is placed under
IT A, Tales of Magic (Magic Objects), or II D, Tales of the Stupid Ogre. With regard to
the subdivisions of Tales of Magic, where would one classify a folktale in which a superhu-
man task is resolved by a supernatural helper who possesses supernatural power? Perhaps
the best illustration of the fact that Aarne-Thompson typology is based upon the variable
and not upon the constant may be found by examining tale types which differ only with
respect to the dramatis personae. In the Animal Tale (Type 9), The Unjust Partner, there
is a version listed in which in the division of the crop, the fox takes the corn while the
benighted bear takes the more bulky chaff. Under the Tales of the Stupid Ogre, one finds
Tale Type 1030, The Crop Division. It is the same story except that the dramatis personae
are a man and an ogre. Under the Stupid Ogre listing, Aarne notes that the tale sometimes
appears with a fox and a bear as the principals, and in fact he even comments in his preface
to the type index upon this duplication of materials: “This narrative has been listed among
the ogre tales, to which apparently it originally belonged; but it is also found with a note
as to its proper place, among the animal tales as a transaction between fox and bear or man
and bear.” This example is by no means unique. One may see the same kind of distinction
with regard to differences in the dramatis personae by comparing such tale types as 4 and
72; 43 and 1097; 123 and 333; 153 and 1133; 250 and 275; and 38, 151, and 1159; to
name just a few."

Another serious difficulty with the tale type as a unit is the fact that often one or more
tale types are included in another tale type. This is analogous to the occurrence of actor
and item motifs in incident motifs. Thus in some versions of Tale Type 1685, The Foolish
Bridegroom, there appears the incident in which the fool, when told to cast “good eyes”
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at the bride, throws ox-eyes and sheep-eyes on the plate. This “incident” also appears as
Tale Type 1006, Casting Eyes, listed under Tales of the Stupid Ogre. This blending and
incorporation of tale types is indicated by the fact that in the case of a complex tale such
as Type 300, Dragon Slayer, there are no less than eight other tale types which the classi-
fiers recognized were sometimes commingled. One can see that even Honti’s claim, that
tale types were morphological units in that one tale type contrasted with other tale types,
is not demonstrable. Actually, any professional folklorist engaged in folktale research
knows very well that folktales, as collected from informants, very often are combina-
tions of two or more Aarne-Thompson tale types. The point is that no matter how useful
the Aarne-Thompson index may be in locating critical studies and variants, the Aarne-
Thompson tale type as a structural unit of folklore leaves much to be desired. In fairness,
it should be stated that neither Aarne nor Thompson ever intended the index to be any
more than a reference aid. “It is, of course, clear that the main purpose of the classifica-
tion of traditional narrative, whether by type or motif; is to furnish an exact style of refer-
ence, whether it be for analytical study or for the making of accurate inventories of large
bodies of material. If the two indexes can in this way promote accuracy of terminology
and can act as keys to unlock large inaccessible stores of traditional fiction, they will have
fulfilled their purpose.”’?

However, what has happened is that this laudable index terminology has begun to be
thought of as a kind of typology. Some folklorists tend to regard Tale Type 1030, The Crop
Division, as a generic kind of unit. What is more, because the Aarne-Thompson tale typol-
ogy has achieved international currency and has done a great deal to facilitate international
folkeale research, folklorists are afraid to introduce an entirely new system. For example,
Honti notes that if tales could be arranged according to a theoretically appropriate mor-
phological system instead of a theoretically inadmissible logical system, it might be some-
what easier to work through folktale material. Nevertheless, he states his conviction that
this does not constitute enough reason to replace the well-established Aarne-Thompson
system. He comments on the inconvenience which would result from putting the catalogs
of the various national folklore archives under a new system.! This kind of thinking is very
dangerous and leads to intellectual stagnation, which the field of folklore can ill afford. In
any field of learning, particularly in the natural or social sciences, if something is fauley
or inadequate and recognized as such, it should be changed. Folklorists are supposed to
study tradition, not be bound by it. Tradition and convenience are hardly sufficient reasons
for scholars to perpetuate an acknowledged error. Comparative studies in folklore require
carefully defined units, and if the motif and Aarne-Thompson tale type do not meet these
needs, then new units must be devised.

New units have been suggested through the application of something like linguistic
methodology to folkloristic materials. In particular, a Russian folklorist, Vladimir Propp,
in 1928 published Morphology of the Folktale. In this work Propp pays tribute to Joseph
Béier for being the first to recognize that folktales contained invariant and variable ele-
ments. However, Bedier, whose key work, Les Fabliaux, was published in 1893, despite
an attempt to express these related elements schematically, failed to determine the exact
nature of the invariable units. Propp, borrowing the schematic technique, set himself the
task of defining the invariable units of folkeales.

Propp’s aim was to delineate a morphology of fairy tales, and by fairy tales, he meant
those tales classified by Aarne between 300 and 749, which Aarne termed “Tales of
Magic.” Propp’s study was synchronic, which was in marked contrast to the rest of folklore
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scholarship. Propp hoped to describe the fairy tale according to its component parts and to
indicate the relationship of these components to each other and to the whole. He begins by
defining a new minimal unit, the function. He did this because he noticed that the names
of the dramatis personae as well as their attributes changed but that the actions or func-
tions of the dramatis personae did not change. In other words, to use an example men-
tioned previously, on a functional level, the tale of Tale Type 1030, Crop Division, is the
same whether the dramatis personae are animals or humans. Hence Propp states that “The
functions of a folktale’s dramatis personae must be considered as its basic components;
and we must first of all extract them as such.”"® To illustrate how the minimal constituent
unit of the function may be extracted from the dramatis personae, Propp, drawing material
from four separate fairy tales, gives the following example:

1. A king gives an eagle to a hero. The eagle carries the hero (the recipient)
away to another kingdom.

2. An old man gives Stucenko a horse. The horse carries Suenko away to
another kingdom.

3. A sorcerer gives Ivan a little boat. The boat takes him to another
kingdom.

4, The princess gives Ivan a ring. Young men appearing from out of the ring

carry him away into another kingdom and so forth.

Clearly, though the dramatis personae vary, the function is the same. Structurally speak-
ing, it does not matter whether the object which carries the hero to another kingdom is
an eagle, a horse, a boat, or men. Propp then proceeds to further define the function, and
his further definition of the function is one of the most revolutionary and important con-
tributions to folklore theory in decades.® Propp states that “an action cannot be defined
apart from its place in the process of narration.”"” This single statement reveals the unmis-
takable fallacy of thinking of folklore in terms of isolated motifs. The action or function
can only be defined in its place in the process of narration. Honti, who was not familiar
with Propp’s work, had said that it was difficult to conceive of a motif other than as part of
a type,'® but Propp went much further. Not only is the minimal unit to be considered as
part of a type, but it must also be considered with respect to where it occurs in that type.

Propp does succeed in distinguishing between the constant and the variable in folk-
tales. He notes: “Functions serve as stable, constant elements in folktales, independent of
who performs them, and how they are fulfilled by the dramatis personae.””? After analyz-
ing a randomly selected sample of 100 Russian fairy tales, Propp was able to draw the fol-
lowing startling conclusions. First, the number of functions known in the fairy tale is lim-
ited. In fact, Propp discovered that there are thirty-one possible functions. Furthermore,
the sequence of functions is always identical. This does not mean that all thirty-one func-
tions are in every fairy tale, but only that “the absence of several functions does not change
the order of those remaining.” As a result of his analysis, Propp is able to suggest a new
unit to replace the Aarne-Thompson tale type. “Tales evidencing identical functions can
be considered as belonging to one type. On this basis, an index of types can be created not
relying upon plot features which are essentially vague and diffuse but, rather, upon exact
structural features.” Propp finds that every one of the 100 tales in his sample will fit into
one formula and he concludes that “All fairy tales, by their structure, belong to one and
the same type.”®
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The distinction between the old minimal unit, the motif, and the new minimal unit,
the function, may be seen very well in terms of Kenneth Pike’s valuable distinction between
the etic and the emic. The etic approach is nonstructural but classificatory in that the ana-
lyst devises logical categories of systems, classes and units without attempting to make
them reflect actual structure in particular data. For Pike, etic units are created by the ana-
lyst as constructs for the handling of comparative cross-cultural data.”' In contrast, the
emic approach is a mono-contextual, structural one. “An emic approach must deal with
particular events as parts of larger wholes to which they are related and from which they
obtain their ultimate significance, whereas an etic approach may abstract events, for par-
ticular purposes, from their context or local system of events, in order to group them on
a world-wide scale without essential reference to the structure of any one language or cul-
ture.” ... emic units within this theory are not absolutes in a vacuum, but rather are points
in a system, and these points are defined RELATIVE to the system. A unit must be stud-
ied, not in isolation, but as a part of a total functioning componential system within a total
culture. It is this problem which ultimately forms the basis for the necessity of handling
emics as different from etics. . . > Pike believes that the emic structure is a part of the pat-
tern of objective reality and is not merely the construct of the analyst. Whether one fol-
lows Pike on this point or whether one considers that emic units are like beauty in being
solely in the eyes of the beholder, one can see that the distinction between structural and
nonstructural units is sound. For a complete discussion of the distinction between etic and
emic (coined by using the last portions of the words phonetic and phonemic), one should
consult Pike’s work.

Pike’s delineation of the simultaneous trimodal structuring of emic units is of con-
siderable importance for folktale analysis. Pike’s three modes are the feature mode, the
manifestation mode and the distribution mode. At the risk of oversimplifying Pike’s elab-
orate scheme, one might translate the modes into Propp’s analysis by seeing the feature
mode as exemplified by the function, the manifestation mode by the various elements
which can fulfill a function, and the distribution mode by the positional characteristics
of a particular function, that is, where among the thirty-one possible functions it occurs.
One reason for bothering to put Propp’s analysis in Pike’s terminology is an extraordi-
nary verbal coincidence. Pike’s minimum unit of the feature mode is the EMIC MOTIF
or MOTIFEME.* In other words, Propp’s function in Pike’s scheme of analysis would be
called a MOTIFEME. Since the term function has not yet achieved any amount of cur-
rency among folklorists, it is here proposed that MOTIFEME be used instead.

With the establishment of the structural unit, MOTIFEME, one can see the useful-
ness of the term ALLOMOTIEF for those motifs which occur in any given motifemic con-
text. Allomotifs would bear the same relationship to motifeme as do allophones to pho-
nemes and allomorphs to morphemes. The term MOTIF would continue to be used, but
only as an etic unit like the phone or morph. The difference between etic and emic analysis
of folktales, that is the difference between analysis by motif and analysis by motifeme, is
considerable. For example, Propp’s twelfth function or motifeme refers to the hero’s being
tested, interrogated, or attacked in preparation for his receiving either a magical agent or
helper. For instance, a prospective donor may test the hero by assigning him difficult tasks.
On the other hand, the twenty-fifth motifeme involves the assignment of a difficult task,
usually by the villain. In other words, etically, or in terms of motifs, the same motif may be
used in different motifemes. This means that the mere analyzing of folktales into motifs
may be misleading. Folklorists are accustomed to treat all occurrences of a particular motif
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as being of equal or identical significance. This is, in Pike’s theory, tantamount to treat-
ing homophonous or homomorphic forms as identical in meaning?* However, one might
legitimately ask how one recognizes the appropriate motifeme for a particular motif. If
one observes a specific motif, how can one ascertain which motifeme it subserves? Propp
addresses himself to this very question. Again, it is the notion of a function or motifeme
in the frame of sequential context, i.e., i7 situ. It is always possible to define a function or
motifeme according to its consequences. Accordingly, if the receiving of a magical agent
follows the solution of a task, then the motif belongs to the twelfth motifeme and it is
clearly a case of the donor testing the hero. If, on the other hand, the receipt of a bride and
a marriage follow, then the motif belongs to the twenty-fifth motifeme, the imposition of
a difficul task.

It is not only important to realize that the same motif may be used in different
motifemes, but it is equally important to realize that different motifs may be used in the
same motifeme. Thus the helpful animal could be a cow, cat, bird, fish, and so on. Recalling
that motifs are actors and items, it is obvious that for a given function or motifeme, there
may be literally hundreds of motifs which would he appropriate. (Of course, notall “appro-
priate” motifs would necessarily be traditional, i.e., actually found in folktales.) An exam-
ple of the alternation of motifs is provided by the different versions of the Potiphar’s wife
story. This is the story of a son-figure whom a mother-figure tries to seduce. When the son-
figure refuses, the mother-figure accuses the son of attempting to violate her, whereupon a
father-figure metes out punishment to the son-figure. In many versions the punishment is
blindness. In other versions, the hero’s feet are cut off. In probably the oldest known ver-
sion of the tale, that of “The Story of the Two Brothers,” dating from the fourteenth or
thirteenth century B.C,, the son-figure, Baiti, castrates himself> One could say that the
consequences of the seduction attempt include the cutting off of the hero’s leg or phallus
and blindness. Since these consequences are distributionally similar, they would appear to
be part of the same motifeme, that is, they would appear to be allomotifs. Castration and
blindness do not seem to be in complementary distribution but rather appear to be in free
variation. In fact, it is probable that one element could be substituted for the other with-
out changing the plot structure. In this light, a curious Greek version of the Potiphar’s
wife story becomes a little more intelligible. Phoenix, the son of Amyntor, was accused
by Phthia, Amyntor’s concubine, of having violated her. The father, on the strength of the
concubine’s false accusation of seduction, blinded his son and cursed him with childless-
ness.?° If blindness and castration are allomotifs, then the connection between blindness
and childlessness is not so remote.

An example of allomotifs in the folklore of a primitive culture may be found in the
North American Indian test tales. In Boas’s important study of the Tsimshian versions of
the test theme, a jealous uncle or brother subjects the hero to tests.”” In order to obtain
a wife, the hero must survive any one of the following elements: a snapping door, caves
which open and close, a closing tree cleft or canoe, a clam with crushing shells, danger-
ous animals guarding a door, or a vagina dentata. All these elements appear to be allomo-
tifs of the same motifeme, which, incidentally, looks very much like Propp’s twenty-fifth
motifeme, “A difficult task is proposed to the hero.”

The notion of allomotifs has important theoretical implications for the Finnish his-
torical-geographical method. In this method, considerable significance is placed upon the
differences occurring in the variants of a given tale. By plotting the time (historic) and
place (geographic) of a given story element, one attempts in this method to reconstruct
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the original form of the tale and its mode of development and dissemination. If, however,
the arsenal of a storyteller included allomotifs, that is, if there are two or more traditional
motifs any of which would fulfill a particular motifeme, then the analyst would have to be
extremely cautious in evaluating such alternations. This would also explain why a given sto-
ryteller might tell the same tale differently upon different occasions. The choice of a spe-
cific allomotif (e.g., an obscene one) might be culturally conditioned by the type of audi-
ence. Furthermore, what folklorists have hitherto considered as two separate tale types
or blends of tale types might be rather a case of the alternation of allomotifs or allomotif
clusters. As Propp points out, although the storyteller apparently creates within a definite
sequence of motifemes, he is “absolutely free in his choice of the nomenclature and attri-
butes of the dramatis personae.”

The phenomenon of the limiting nature of a sequential formula of motifemes merits
study. It would be of interest, for example, to ascertain whether there is an absolute mini-
mum number of motifemes necessary for the construction of a folktale. Propp speaks only
of an upper limit. It would also be interesting to know if the sequence corresponded in any
way with the structure of other cultural elements, such as ritual. In addition, a psychologi-
cal study of the motifemic sequence might help to elucidate the etiology of the pattern.
It should be noted that as yet no attempt has been made to see if there is motifemic pat-
terning in folkeales other than fairy tales, to say nothing of the other genres of folklore.
Moreover, it has not yet been determined whether motifemic patterning varies from cul-
ture area to culture area. It is not even known whether or not there is such patterning in
the folkeales of primitive cultures. Motifemic analysis of all types of folktales in all types
of cultures must be accomplished before any reliable comparative work may be attempted.
Just as comparative linguistics is based upon emic analysis,” so ultimately must compara-
tive folklore and mythology. In other words, solid synchronic analysis is needed to define
adequately the formal structural characteristics of folkloristic genres before truly meaning-
ful diachronic, i.e., historical, studies may be undertaken.

It seems safe to say that the emic unit of the motifeme (Propp’s function) marks a
tremendous theoretical advance over the etic unit of the motif. With regard to larger
units, such as tale types, Propp was quite right when he said that “Types do exist, not on
the level outlined by Aarne, but on the level of the structural properties of folk-tales. .
. **However, the use of the emic unit should not he construed as in any way replacing
the need for the etic units. The emic unit replaces the etic unit as a structural unit to
be used as the basis for comparative studies; but with respect to the practical matters of
classification and cataloging, there is certainly a definite place for etic units. As Propp
himself observed, his basic task was “clearly the extraction of the ‘genera.”®' Claude
Lévi-Strauss, in a lengthy commentary on Propp’s work, notes that before such formal-
istic studies, folklorists tended to ignore what folktales had in common, but that after
formalistic analysis, folklorists are deprived of the means of secing how folktales dif-
fer.’? If Propp has found, so to speak, a “generative grammar” for Aarne-Thompson tale
types 300 to 749, how can individual variants of the same structural tale type be dis-
tinguished? The point is that a structurally based tale typology does not in any way
eliminate the need for a practical index such as Thompson’s. As Honti suggested, syn-
thetic and morphological typology should not be used instead of analytical indices
and systems, but in addition to them. Assuming that there may be different formulaic
sequences of motifemes for different kinds of folkrales or for folktales in different cul-
ture areas, there could well be a tale-type index based upon morphological criteria. But
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this index would be in addition to the Aarne-Thompson type index and would be cross-
referenced so that a folktale scholar could tell at a glance what Aarne-Thompson tale
types belonged to which morphological tale types. As Pike notes, etic analysis must
precede emic analysis. It is therefore obvious that folklorists need both and further that
they should not mistake the one for the other.

The structural study of folklore has really just begun. Except for a few scattered studies
such as Sebeok’s study of charms,* there has been very little work of this kind. With the
aid of the rigorous definition of structural units, the future of structural studies in folklore
looks promising indeed.
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Postscript

The Motif-Index and the Tale Type Index: A Critique

IT MUST BE SAID AT the outset that the six-volume Motif-Index of Folk-Literature
and the Aarne-Thompson tale type index constitute two of the most valuable tools in the
professional folklorist’s arsenal of aids for analysis. This is so regardless of any legitimate
criticisms of these two remarkable indices, the use of which serves to distinguish schol-
arly studies of folk narrative from those carried out by a host of amateurs and dilettantes.
The identification of folk narratives through motif and/or tale type numbers has become
an international sine qua non among bona fide folklorists. For this reason, the academic
folklore community has reason to remain eternally grateful to Antti Aarne (1867-1925)
and Stith Thompson (1885-1976) who twice revised Aarne’s original 1910 Verzeichnis
der Mirchentypen—in 1928 and in 1961—and who compiled two editions of the Morif*
Index (1922-1936; 1955-1958).

There has been considerable discussion of the concepts of motifand tale type. Highlights
of the motif literature include Bodker 1965:201-202; Meletinski 1977; Ben-Amos 1980;
Courtes 1982; Bremond 1982; and Warzbach 1993. Representative views of the tale type
may be found in Honti 1939; Greverus 1964; Jason 1972; and Georges 1983. Thompson
defined the motifas “the smallest element in a tale having a power to persist in tradition”
(1946:415; 1950b:1137).

Perhaps the most lucid delineation of the concept of tale type was made by the brilliant
Hungarian folklorist Jinos Honti. In his 1937 essay in Folk-/iv, Honti proposed three dif-
ferent ways of considering a tale type as a viable unit of analysis. First, it consisted of a spe-
cific binding together of motifs; second, any one tale type could stand as a unique entity
in contrast with other tale types, e.g., Cinderella is not the same story-plot as Little Red
Riding Hood; and third, a tale type could be perceived as a kind of cookie-cutter Platonic
form or model which manifested itself through multiple existence (such multiple instances
being termed versions or variants). In an extended essay on “The Tale—Its World,” Honti
makes it perfectly clear that he understands that “the concept of ‘type’ is merely an ideal
construction.” But by the same token, Honti does not recognize the genuine utility of the
concept: “ . . for the researcher, behind all these variants, only one ‘type’ exists . . . and
therefore scholarship is entitled to construct a conceptual unity, considering the variants
as constantly changing phenomena of an unchanging process” (1975:35). Although Honti
employs the term “variants,” his definition of type seems eminently sane. It should be kept
in mind, however, that a tale type is a composite plot synopsis corresponding in exact verba-
tim detail to no one individual version but at the same time encompassing to some extent
all of the extant versions of that folktale.

There have been at least two major criticisms of the concepts of motif and tale type
to date. The first, articulated most effectively by Scandinavian folklorists, concerns the
alleged “independence” of the units. Anna Birgitta Rooth in a “Digression” entitled “The
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Tale as Composition,” appended to her classic dissertation on Cinderella (1951:237-40),
suggested that individual motifs were more often than not found to be interdependent
upon other motifs in a given tale, and she proposed the notion of “motif-complex” to
describe such tradition collocations of motifs. Similarly, Bengt Holbek argued that stan-
dard Aarne-Thompson tale typology “does violence” to the actual material collected in
the field insofar as so-called types were often combined (1964:160). Yet despite his life-
long reservations about the concept of tale type—“It is not very clear”—Holbek did reluc-
tantly admit that “types do exist to some extent” (1987:157, 158). It is certainly true that
inasmuch as the magic tale (AT 300-749) typically ends with marriage—according to
Propp’s Morphology of the Folktale (1988:63-64)—AT 480, The Spinning-Women by the
Spring. The Kind and the Unkind Girls, which does 707 end with a marriage, frequently
serves as the introduction to another tale type that does end with a marriage, e.g. AT 510A
Cinderella (Roberts 1994:102).

The second criticism has to do with the alleged Eurocentrism of the concepts of motif
and tale type. The argument in a nutshell is that these concepts were developed from a
European data corpus and hence may not be applicable to nonwestern material, e.g., African
folk narrative (Finnegan 1970:327-28). The idea in part stems from the correct observa-
tion that African storytellers in general favor improvisation more than do European sto-
rytellers and that this penchant for improvisation makes the notions of fixed motifs and
tale types superfluous and irrelevant. The empirical evidence, however, would disprove
this largely anti-European, anti-colonist ideological position insofar as there do seem to
be identifiable African narrative motifs and stable traditional tale types (cf. Dundes 1977
and especially Bascom 1992).

Three other criticisms of the motif and the tale type might conveniently be grouped
under the rubrics of 1) Overlapping, 2) Censorship, and 3) Ghost Entries. Thompson rec-
ognized the fuzziness and vagueness of his definitions of motif and tale type, but he actually
went so far as to defend such definitions because supposedly they avoided “long debates” (cf.
Dundes 1964:54). Thompson admitted that “somewhat more than half of the types” in the
tale type index “consist of a single narrative motif” (1946:417, 439). This means that to a
large extent the motif and tale type systems are overlapping. The vast majority of animal tales
(AT 1-299) are both single tale type numbers and single motif numbers. The same holds true
for “Tales of the Stupid Ogre” (AT 2009-2430) among others. So then what is the essential
difference, if any, between a motif and a tale type? In these instances, virtually none. The dis-
tinction becomes more meaningful in more complex tales, e.g., “Tales of Magic” (AT 300—
729) which consist of sequences of numerous motifs rather than just one. One of the key
differences between a motif and a tale type is that all versions of a tale type are assumed to be
genetically related, that is, they are assumed to be cognate, whereas all narratives listed under
amotif heading may or may not be related. Any account of the origin of the sun, for example,
could be listed under motif A710, Creation of the Sun. To be fair, Thompson himself was
well aware of this distinction (1946:415-16; 1950a:753).

The problem of “overlapping” goes far beyond the confusion of motif and tale type in
so many narratives. It occurs within bozh the conceptualization of motifs and tale types.
In defining motifs, Thompson claims they fall in to three classes: actors, items, and inci-
dents (1946:415-16). (It is the latter category of “incidents” that overlaps with tale types.)
The obvious difficulty is: how can there possibly be an “incident” motif that does not
include either an “actor” motif or an “item” motif ? The categories of motifs delineated by
Thompson are thus not at all mutually exclusive and in fact are unavoidably overlapping.
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Tale types are also overlapping although this problem was caused by Aarne’s original
classification scheme and cannot be blamed on Thompson. Aarne elected—in retrospect
unwisely—to classify folktales partly on the basis of dramatis personae. Thus his first sec-
tion consisted of animal tales (AT 1-299) in which the principal actors in the tales were
animal characters. (For the inconsistencies even within Aarne’s animal categories, see von
Sydow 1948.) Aarne’s mistake was not classifying tales on the basis of narrative plot rather
than the dramatis personae. The reality of folktales, for example, demonstrates that the
same tale can be told with either animal or human characters. As a result of Aarne’s mis-
take, we often find the very same tale, that is, tale type in the true genetic sense, listed twice
in the Aarne-Thompson index under two separate numbers. Thompson tried his best to
alleviate the problem through a system of cross-referencing, but the fundamental theo-
retical issue was not really resolved. A substantial number of animal tales, for example,
are clearly also tales involving ogres or numskulls. AT 9B In the Division of the Crop the
Fox Takes the Corn = AT 1030 The Crop Division. Russian folklorist Vladimir Propp
pointed out this obvious overlap in 1928 (1968:5-6). In similar fashion, AT 43 = AT
1097; AT 121 = AT 1250; AT 123 = AT 333; AT 126 = AT 1149, etc. The point is that
the same tale should not have two or more different tale type numbers! So we can see that
in some instances, motifs overlap with tale types, and in others, tale types overlap with
other tale types. Such overlapping surely suggests that both the current motifand tale type
systems are flawed.

Another serious problem with both the motif and tale type indices involves the recur-
ring issue of censorship. Thompson indulged in what can only be described as absurd and
excessive prudery. To the extent that folkloristics is a science, albeit a social science, it can-
not or should not be victimized by self-imposed censorship. This is especially grievous in
the case of folkloristic data because so much of folklore deals with unabashedly taboo top-
ics. In that context, a decision by a scholar to omit “obscene” data from standard collections
and indices is inexcusable. Thompson states his philosophy with respect to such motifs in
an obscure footnote in the Motif-Index (1957:514, n. 1): “Thousands of obscene motifs
in which there is no point except the obscenity itself might logically come at this point,
but they are entirely beyond the scope of this present work. . . . In view of the possibility
that it might become desirable to classify these motifs and place them within the present
index, space has been left from X700 to X749 for such motifs.” One cannot possibly help
but wonder at Thompson’s skewed logic in leaving only fifty numerical slots for “thou-
sands of obscene motifs.” (For an incisive critique of Thompson’s prudery, see Legman’s
1962 essay “Toward A Motif-Index of Erotic Humor.”) So obscene folklore motifs were
simply intentionally omitted by Thompson in the Mozif-Index. A slightly different strat-
egy was employed in the tale type index. In this index, Thompson does assign numbers to
some obscene tales, but his accompanying verbal synopsis is either too brief to be of much
use or is absent altogether. Two examples should suffice. AT 1420G Anser Venalis (Goose
as Gift) is followed by the following oblique sentence: “The lover regains his gift by a ruse
(obscene).” This is not a very informative synopsis. What is the ruse? (For a version of this
tale, see Afanasyev 1966:56-57, 268-69). Even worse is Thompson’s listing of AT 1355*.
Here the number is followed only by “(obscene),” which tells us absolutely nothing what-
soever about the content of the tale. Why even bother to include such a useless entry? (For
a possible version of this tale, see Afanasyev 1966:183-84.) This sort of conscious omis-
sion of “obscene” folklore from the tale type and motif indices surely impairs the utility of
these otherwise helpful scholarly aids.
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Finally, a problem which is more of an annoyance is what might by termed “ghost
entries.” Now it must be understood that in a mammoth compilation of the scope of the
indices under discussion, it is quite understandable that typographical errors or occasional
omissions are bound to occur. Thompson did, after all, carry out his enormous labors in
the pre-computer era. Still, such errors can be frustrating to would-be users of the indices.
There is no point in listing all such errata, but several examples may illustrate the prob-
lem. Thompson’s bibliographical code of signalling monographic studies of a particular
tale type with a double asterisk prefix as opposed to mere lists of versions by a single aster-
isk is employed throughout the Aarne-Thompson tale type index, but is never explained.
The explanation is, however, to be found in the introduction to the Motif-Index (1955:23)
where the same system is utilized.

Many of the errors are minor. For instance, under motif B31.1 Roc. A giant bird which
carries men off in its claws, we find a cross-reference to K186.1.1, Hero sewed up in an ani-
mal hide so as to be carried to height by bird. But inspection reveals that there is no such
motif as K186.1.1! There is, however, motif K1861.1 which is the correct motif. It is just
a typographical error involving a mere decimal point, but it could prove terribly frustrat-
ing to even an experienced user of the Mozif-Index. In volume 6, the index volume of the
Motif-Index, under the entry “Book” we find the last reference to be “value to b. depends
on appreciation of it through J1061.5.” In the relevant J section, we find J1061.1 through
J1061.4, but no J1061.5.! In the same volume 6 under the entry “Shadow;” we find “unde-
sired lover asked not to step on s. K1277.6.” A quick check shows that there is no motif
K1277 at all. Similar discrepancies occur in the tale type index. Under AT 74C Rabbit
Throws Coconut, we find “Cf. Type 22.” But there is no tale type 22! After AT 1510 The
Matron of Ephesus, we find “Cf. Type 1752” but there is no such tale type listed. These
sorts of errors could be corrected in future editions of these indices.

Less casy to correct is one last basic theoretical deficiency to be found in the tale type
index. Whereas the Motif-Index offers worldwide coverage of folk narrative, the tale type
index does not. According to Thompson’s introduction, “the folktales of all the world”
are not considered in the index. Rather, it is only the Indo-European folktale which is the
acknowledged delimited corpus covered. In Thompson’s own words, “Strictly then, this
work might by called “The Types of The Folk-Tale of Europe, West Asia, and the Lands
Settled by These Peoples”™ (Aarne and Thompson 1961:7). By definition, then, native
American tale types and African tale types, among other nonwestern narratives, are inten-
tionally excluded. The problem is that some of the tales presently included in the tale type
index are 7of Indo-European tales at all, but rather are incontrovertibly native American
or African tale types! Two examples may suffice to illustrate this claim. AT 297A, Turtle’s
War Party, is a classic native American tale type (cf. Dundes 1978). It is zot found in the
Indo-European narrative tradition at all. Its occurrence in Japan alone was apparently the
basis for its inclusion in the AT index. Taking Thompson’s introduction to the index at face
value, an unwary index user might wrongly assume that the native Americans borrowed it
from the Indo-European corpus, but this is not the case. AT tale type 291 Deceptive Tug-
of-war, is an equally classic African tale type. It is not found in the Indo-European corpus
except for one lone text reported in Peru. Again, it is evidently this single Peruvian text
that convinced Thompson to include it in his 1961 revision of the Aarne index. (For ref-
erences to sixty-one African versions of this tale, see Paulme and Bremond 1980.) Again,
the naive user of the index might wrongly conclude that all of the many versions in Africa
and in the African diaspora had been borrowed from the Indo-European tradition, but
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this is not the case. One day when there are comprehensive published tale type indices for
all African tale types and for 4// native (North and South) American tale types, such errors
will be easier to correct.

The overlapping difficulties of the motif and tale type indices aside, the unfortunate
omission of obscene folk narrative notwithstanding, and overlooking or ignoring the
ghost references and the misleading inclusion of native American and African tale types
in the AT index, the fact remains that the motif and tale type indices with all their faults
remain indispensable for the identification of traditional folk narratives. Since identifica-
tion is a necessary prerequisite for interpretation, we folklorists simply cannot do without
these standard indices. Moreover, the individual tale type indices for particular cultures
or countries (cf. Assolina 1987) can serve as field guides or “finding lists” for prospective
fieldworkers. Imperfect though they may be, they represent the keystones for the compar-
ative method in folkloristics, a method which despite postmodernist naysayers and other
prophets of gloom continues to be the hallmark of international folkloristics.

References

Aarne, Antti. 1910. Verzeichnis der Marchentypen. FF Communications No. 3. Helsinki:
Suomalaisen Tiedakateniian Toimituksia.

Aarne, Alan, and Stith Thompson. 1961. The Types of the Folktale. FF Communications No. 184.
Helsinki: Academia Scientarium Fennica.

Afanasyev, Aleksandr N. 1966. Russian Secrer Tales. New York: Brussel and Brussel.

Azzolina, David S. 1987. Tale Type- and Motif- Indexes: An Annotated Bibliography. New York:
Garland.

Bascom, William.1992. African Folktales in the New World. Bloomington: Indiana University Press

Ben-Amos, Dan. 1980. “The Concept of Motif in Folklore.” In Folklore Studies in the 20th Century,
ed. Venetia Newall, 17-36. Totawa, NJ: Rowman and Littlefield.

Bedker, Laurits. 1965. Folk Literature (Germanic). Copenhagen: Rosenkilde and Bagger.

Bremond, Claude. 1982. “A Critique of the Motif.” In French Literary Theory Today: A Reader, ed.
Tsvetan Todorov, 125-46. Cambridge: Cambridge UniversityPress.

Courtés, Joseph. 1982. “Motif et type dans la tradition folklorique. Problémes de typologie.”
Littérature 45:114-27.

Dundes, Alan.1964. The Morphology of North American Indian Folktales. FF Communications No.
195. Helsinki: Academia Scientarium Fennica.

.1977. “African and Afro-American Tales. In African Folklore in the New World, ed. Daniel

J. Crowley, 35-53. Austin: University of Texas Press.

. 1978. “A Potawatomi Version of Aarne-Thompson Tale Type 297A, Turtle’s War Party.”
Norveg 21:47-57.

Finnegan, Ruth. 1970. Oral Literature in Africa. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Georges, Robert A. 1983. “The Universality of the Tale-Type as Concept and Construct.” Western
Folklore 42:21-28.

Greverus, Ina-Maria. 1964. “Thelma, Typus und Motiv: Zur Determination in her
Erzihlforschung” In IV International Congress for Folk-Narrative Research in Athens, ed.
Georgios A. Megas, 130-39. Athens: Laographia.

Holbek, Bengt. 1964. “On the Classification of Folktales.” In IV International Congress for Folk
Narrative in Athens, ed. Georgios A. Megas, 158—61. Athens: Laogiaphia.

. 1987. Interpretation of Fairy Tales. FF Communications No. 239. Helsinki: Academia
Scientarium Fennica.

Honti, Janos. 1939. “Marchenmorphologie und Marchentypologie.” Folk-Liv 3:307-18.

. 1975. Studies in Oral Epic Tradition, Budapest: Akadémiai Kiado.




106 The Meaning of Folklore

Jason, Heda. 1972. “Structual Analysis and the Concept of the “Tale Type.” Arv 28:35- 54.

Legman, G. 1962. “Toward a Motif-Index of Erotic Humor.” Journal of American Folklore
75:227-48.

Meletinski, Eleasar. 1977 Principes sémantiques d’'un nouvel index des motifs etdes sujets.” Cabiers
de Littérature Orale 2:15-24.

Paulme, Denise, and Claude Bremond. 1980. “Le conte de Jeu de la corte’ et la ruse de la ‘peau
pourrie’ en Afrique.” Cabiers de Littérature Orale 8:49-77.

Propp, Vladimir. 1968. Morphology of the Folktale. Austin: University of Texas Press.

Roberts, Warren E. 1994. The Tale of the Kind and Unkind Girls. Detroit: Wayne State University
Press.

Rooth, Anna Birgitta. 1951. The Cinderella Cycle. Lund: C. W. K Gleerup.

Thompson, Stith. 1964. The Folktale. New York: The Dryden Press.

. 1950a. “Motif.” in Standard Dictionary of Folklore Mythology and Legend, ed. Maria Leach,

753. New York: Funk & Wagnalls.

. 1950b. “Type.” In Standard Dictionary of Folklore Mythology and Legend, ed. Maria Leach,

1137-38. New York: Funk & Wagnalls.

. 1955-1958. Motif-Index of Folk-Literature. 6 vols. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Von Sydow, C. W. 1948. “Popular Prose Traditions and Their Classification.” In Selected Papers on
Folklore, ed. Laurits Bodker, 127-45. Copenhagen: Rosenkilde and Bagger.

Wiirzbach, Natasha. 1993. “Theorie and Praxis des Motiv-Begriffs.” Jahlbuch fiir Volksliedforschung
38:64-89.




5

How INDIC PARALLELS TO THE
Barrap oF THE “WALLED-Up WIFE”
REVEAL THE PITFALLS OF PAROCHIAL
NATIONALISTIC FOLKLORISTICS

Introduction

Dundes frequently emphasized the need for cross-cultural research, with the goal of form-
ing an international folkloristics. He complained of a tendency among scholars to divide
folklore into national categories, which might lead to problematic claims that traditions
belong to a unique location. In cross-cultural comparisons, Dundes identified key features
that remain consistent across cultures, as well as those distinctive details that are part of
“oicotypes” (also called ecotypes), a term he borrowed from Swedish folklorist Carl von
Sydow, to describe differences in narratives owing to the cultural and geographical envi-
ronment in which they are told. In the ballad of the “Walled-Up Wife,” for instance, the
feature that makes it distinctive among foundation sacrifice narratives is the position of a
woman as the sacrificed victim. Dundes noted, however, that in contrast to European ver-
sions of the ballad, where the wife has to be duped into entering the partly built construc-
tion, in India “the young bride knows ahead of time that she is the intended victim to be
sacrificed.” Another difference is that the structure being built in India is a well or water
tank, while in Europe it is typically a bridge, castle, or monastery. Dundes attributed these
differences to diverging worldviews and value systems, but saw an important continuity in
the woman’s role as sacrifice so the structure will remain erect. The family connection is
in the detail of an adversely affected child being left behind, or an infant seeking to nurse
from the immured woman’s breast. Within European versions, Greeks predominantly
place the sacrifice in a bridge, while Romanians refer primarily to the construction of a
monastery. The consistent motif is that despite the best efforts of a group of men to con-
struct the magnificent structure by day, it falls at night (Thompson motif D2192, Work of
Day Magically Overthrown At Night). The sacrifice insures that the structure will stand,
but at a tremendous human price for the male builder.

Dundes turned his attention to the ballad and legend of the “Walled-Up Wife” because
in over two hundred years of scholarship, it has gained status as one of the most famous
poetic texts in the world. It gained renown in 1824, when Jacob Grimm translated into
German a version sent to him by Serbian folklorist Vuk Karadzi¢, and then sent it to the
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revered writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. As a result of public interest in southeast-
ern Europe in the wake of the Crimean War (1854-1856), with the British allied with the
Ottoman Empire against the Russians in southeastern Europe, versions of the ballad, as
an example of Balkan tradition, appeared widely in English publications. It also inspired
literary adaptations, such as English poet W. M. W. Call’s “Manoli: A Moldo-Wallachian
Legend” in 1862 (see Tappe 1984).

Empbhasizing the key symbolic role of the woman in this narrative, Dundes typified
the narrative as the “Walled-Up Wife,” but it is known in different countries by a host
of different names. Serbian folklorists have concentrated on “The Building of Skadar,”
while Hungarians have been primarily concerned with “Clement Mason.” In Romania,
“Mesterul Manole” holds sway (280 variants in the study by Ion Talos [1997]), and
Greck folklorists have given attention to “The Bridge of Arta” (328 variants, according
to Georgios A. Megas [1976]). Dundes pointed out that even for comparativists, the
ballad had been associated with the Balkans, and was often presumed to originate there,
although he found evidence for an Indic origin because of the relation of “A Feast for the
Well” (Keregehara) to the foundation sacrifice motif. Other theories of origin hold that
it has a classical source, in Greek myths of the passage over a bridge from life to death,
or a Biblical connection to the story of Jephthah’s sacrifice of his daughter for victory in
battle (Judges 11:30-40).

The most common origin theory applied to the widespread ballad was that it had roots
in an ancient custom whereby female victims were ritually killed as a form of foundation
sacrifice. It advanced the thesis that details of the ritual were preserved, in the expressive
forms of song and story, after the ritual was no longer practiced. Dundes objected that the
myth-ritual theory was not an “ultimate origins explanation.” Although it posited a his-
torical connection as a source for the text, it did not answer the questions of why the ritual
was practiced or where it came from. It was also frequently at a loss to explain why particu-
lar rituals persisted in folklore and others did not. Dundes criticized the theory for its fal-
lacious assumption of a causal link between a ritual that occurred in the distant past, and
the performance of the ballad.

Another issuc in the history of scholarship on the ballad was, how did it diffuse across
borders if it was not the sole creation of a single country? Dundes pointed to the influence
of mobile Gypsies as a conduit of the tradition, and others have also considered a Jewish
diasporic possibility (see Shai 1976). Folklorist Paul Brewster has suggested that the bal-
lad reached American playgrounds in the form of the well-known rhyme “London Bridge
is Falling Down,” with its lines about a falling bridge and a trapped “fair lady” (1971). A
narrative connection with motifs of the ballad are also apparent in American legends of
haunted bridges, such as material collected by folklorist Linda Dégh about a “big, mod-
ern bridge” with a woman or child in the foundation (1968). The feature that suggests a
link is the action of the woman/child unwittingly becoming entombed when going to
retrieve a metal object (in the ballad it is often a ring). Other cognates have been identi-
fied in Germany and Africa (see Schmidt 1995). Dundes resisted the historic-geographic
idea thar the feature of the bridge or dam is blindly inserted into the story because it was
heard that way along its path of diffusion. For instance, in this essay, he asked why the edi-
fice that fell was so often a dam, bridge, castle, or well. He discerned symbolism in these
objects, related to womb enclosures by shape or water content. In material culture, they are
also visible technological achievements, often associated with male occupations, that defy
feminine nature or stand out on the landscape and invite narrative commentary. Dundes
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discussed further the psychoanalytic idea of a tomb/womb equation in relation to the
vampire legend (1998).

Plot similarities of ballad texts of the “Walled-Up Wife” in a number of countries
raises the question of symbolic meanings that could apply across cultures, and might
therefore explain the appeal of the ballad through time and across space. (For another
example in which Dundes found that adding texts to the Eurocentric data used to ana-
lyze a narrative suggested an interpretation differing from previous scholarship, see his
discussion of “Little Red Riding Hood” [1989e¢].) In the present essay, Dundes pointed
out that these meanings varied according to the perspective taken—in this case, whether
male or female. The text could have multiple meanings, and the folklorist could also
evaluate whether some meanings arose more prominently than others because the story
was told more frequently from a particular perspective. Dundes applied a feminist psy-
choanalytic interpretation from symbolic evidence in the ballad, at least from a woman’s
perspective, of entrapment in married life. He adapted Freud’s male-oriented “Oedipus
complex” into what he called the “male edifice complex” in the story, a working out of
guilt by a man prioritizing career over family. The male “erection” by day, according to
Dundes, was contrasted to family time at night, when the structure falls. Male hubris
brings death in the story, he observed. Dundes predicted that as attitudes toward non-
egalitarian marriage and the suppression of women change, the ballad will likely not be
needed psychologically.

After the “Walled-Up Wife” essay appeared, Romanian folklorist Nicolae
Constantinescu took up Dundes’s challenge to observe the meanings that derive from
different-gendered perspectives. He noticed that performances of the Romanian colind,
or Christmas carol, containing the walled-up wife motif were usually plaintive songs that
were sung by women to other women. According to Constantinescu, its apparent “funeral
function,” bemoaning the death of female freedom upon marriage in Balkan social orga-
nization, supported Dundes’s contention. But he observed a complication in that ballad
versions were performed by male professional singers for a male audience in designated set-
tings, such as wedding parties and coffee shops. Constantinescu accounted for this mascu-
line appropriation of what appears to be a feminist symbolic song by noting that the cen-
tral themes changed according to the gender of the performer and the associated genre. In
the carol, women altered the emphasis from the master mason’s deeds, in the men’s ballad,
to the wife’s acts: her determination to bring her husband’s lunch against all obstacles, and
her responsibility to the infant left behind (2003).

Dundes devoted a volume to different collections and interpretations of the ballad in
The Walled-Up Wife. In light of the themes of sacrifice and marriage that he considered in
the present essay, readers may want to know that he “lovingly dedicated” his book to his
“wife, Carolyn, whose many sacrifices made my career as a folklorist possible” (1996b).
Dundes implied that his interest in the ballad was not just because of its long history of
scholarship and its lessons about comparativist work, but also as a result of his relating to
the theme he identified in this essay, the “difficulties of balancing career and marriage for
males”” This is a viewpoint he did not include in a prior study of the ballad, “The Building
of Skadar (1989b).



How Indic Parallels to the Ballad of the “Walled-Up Wife”
Reveal the Pitfalls of Parochial Nationalistic Folkloristics

THE GOVERNING INTELLECTUAL PARADIGM IN 19th-century folkloristics
was the historical reconstruction of the past, modeled in part on the parallel disciplines of
archaeology and philology. There were, to be sure, competing forms of diachronic searches
for origins, but most involved some type of historical-comparative-diffusionistic bias.
Synchronic concerns with structure, function, context, performance, and the like would
not emerge until the next, that is, the 20th, century.

Among the most prominent 19th-century folklore theories of origins was the so-called
Indianist hypothesis. One of the acknowledged starting points of the argument that much of
European folklore had originated in India was Theodor Benfey’s (1809-1881) introduction
to the first German translation of the Panchatantra in 1859. Champions of the “Indianist”
school of folkloristics included William Clouston (1843-1896), Joseph Jacobs (1854—
1916), and Emmanuel Cosquin (1841-1919), among others. The influence of Max Miiller
(1823-1900), a leading Indologist (despite the fact that he never once set foot in India) and
the Aryan-migration notions that he espoused gave further credence to the Indianist school
inasmuch as it was believed that “the Aryan peoples emigrated from India and carried their
language and myths with them” (Dorson 1968:178). The Indianist theory has gone the way
of most 19th-century folklore theories. In other words, it has been relegated to a long foot-
note in the history of 19th-century folkloristics. It is not my purpose here to attempt to
resuscitate the Indianist theory, but I cannot forbear noting that the theory was primar-
ily applied to folk narrative with special emphasis on myths and folktales. The ballad genre
seems to have been pretty much ignored by those advocating Indic origins.

The Walled-Up Wite

One of the most famous ballads in the world in terms of the amount of scholarship devoted
to it is surely “The Walled-Up Wife.” Found widely reported throughout the Balkans, it
has intrigued and bedeviled East European folklorists for more than one hundred and fifty
years. Romanian folklorist Ion Talog, who has devoted a book-length monograph to the
ballad (1973), has this to say about it: “The song about the mason’s wife is a ballad of rare
beauty, perhaps the most impressive in world folklore” (1987:400). This echoes the senti-
ment of Jacob Grimm, who called the ballad “one of the most outstanding songs of all peo-
ples and all times” (Dundes 1989:156).

The basic plot involves a group of men who seck to construct a castle, monastery, or
bridge. Through supernatural means, whatever is constructed during the day is undone at
night. A dream revelation or some other extraordinary means of communication informs
the would-be builders that the only way to break the negative magic spell is to sacrifice the
first woman (wife or sister) who comes to the building site the next day. When the chief
architect’s own young wife arrives, she is duly immured. Often the process is thought to
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be a joke or game by the female victim until a poignant moment in the ballad when she
suddenly realizes that she is being sacrificed by her husband and his colleagues. In some
versions, she begs for an aperture to be left so that she can continue to nurse her baby.
Sometimes a milky spring marks the site of the alleged event, a site where infertile women
or mothers suffering from a lack of lactation later come in the hope of obtaining a folk
medical cure. This brief synopsis does not by any means do justice to this powerful bal-
lad (and legend), but it should be sufficient to identify it for those not familiar with it.
Since the ballad is apparently not in the English and Scottish canon and does not appear
in Western Europe generally, it is not particularly well known among folklorists in Western
Europe and the United States.

In Eastern Europe, in contrast, however, it is extremely common and well known. In
Serbia, it has the title of “The Building of Skadar”; in Hungary, it is often called “Clement
Mason”; in Romania, it is “Master Manole”; in Greece, it is “The Bridge of Arta”; and
so on. The numbers of collected texts of this ballad are truly staggering. Greek folklorist
Georgios Megas based his study of the ballad on 333 Grecek versions (Megas 1976:5) for
example. Bulgarian folklorist Lyubomira Parpulova analyzed 180 Bulgarian versions of
the ballad (Parpulova 1984:425). When one adds the numerous Hungarian, Romanian,
Serbian, and Albanian versions to the Greek and Bulgarian texts, we are dealing with a bal-
lad for which we have more than seven hundred texts available.

The ballad of the walled-up wife has fascinated some of the leading folklorists of the
19th and 20th centuries. One of the earliest versions was a Serbian text of “The Building
of Skadar” collected by Vuk Karadzi¢s (1784-1864), the founder of Serbian folkloris-
tics. He began publishing his Narodne srpske pjesme in Vienna in 1814. At that time, Jacob
Grimm (1785-1863) was serving as a delegate to the Vienna Congress (from October
1814 to June 1815), and he eventually wrote a review of KaradZi¢’s first volume of folk-
songs (Wilson 1986:112). In 1824, KaradZi¢s sent a new edition of the folksongs to
Grimm, who was so delighted with “The Building of Skadar” that he began to translate
it. He sent his translation to Goethe in May of the same year, but Goethe was appalled by
what he considered to be the heathen-barbarity of the ballad (Dundes 1989:156; Milovi¢
1941:51). Grimm would later discuss the ballad as a prime example of “foundation sac-
rifice” in his Zentonic Mythology (1966:111, 1143). But that was just the beginning of the
enormous mass of scholarship devoted to the ballad. Among the dozens—note the use of
the plural—of monographs on the topic, there are major studies by such distinguished
scholars as Cocchiara, Eliade, Megas, Talos, and Vargyas. Much of the earlier scholarship
has been ably surveyed by Vargyas in his magisterial essay “The Origin of the Walled-up
Wife,” which is chapter III of his excellent Researches into the Medieval History of Folk
Ballad (1967:173-233). Vargyas, arguably one of the leading ballad authorities of the
20th century, continued his detailed and meticulous investigation of the ballad in his
Hungarian Ballads and the European Tradition II (1983:18-57). Vargyas considers vir-
tually all texts available in print and reviews their contents, not to mention summarizing
the incredible number of essays and monographs on the ballad written, I might add, in a
bewildering variety of languages.

If one wished to describe the bulk of scholarship treating the ballad, one could say that
two principal features characterize the literature. From Jacob Grimm on, there has been a
host of essays using the ballad to illustrate a conventional myth-ritual thesis that the story
represented a survival from an actual practice of the past of offering a human sacrifice in
order to appease supernatural spirits who were believed to be involved in or threatened
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by the proposal to build some kind of structure, for example, a bridge. An example of
the logic adduced: the river goddess will be deprived of “food” by a bridge that will per-
mit all passengers to cross the stream safely. Hence a human sacrifice must be offered to
appease the goddess (Mitra 1927:41). Famed comparativist Reinhold Kéhler’s 1894 paper
(first published in 1873) is representative, but one could easily cite many others includ-
ing Gittée 1886—1887, Krauss 1887, Feilberg 1892, Sartori 1898, Sainean 1902, De Vries
1927, O’Sullivan 1945, Cocchiara 1950, and Brewster 1971 (see also Talog 1973:25). The
second observable trend in the scholarship is the persistent attempt to establish a national
origin for the ballad. Through a modified form of the comparative method, folklorists
have sought to “prove” that the ballad originated in one locale rather than another. Zihni
Sako ends his discussion of Albanian versions with the unequivocal statement: “it scems
to us that the original source of the ballad is Illyria, that is, Albania” (1984:165). Similarly,
Georgios Megas ended one of his several essays on the ballad this way: “I hope that it is
clearly demonstrated from the publication of my full-fledged investigation that Greece
must be considered as the cradle and homeland of our ballad” (1969:54, my translation).
Megas reiterated this position at the very end of his 1976 monograph on the ballad when
he (rightly) rejected the idea that polygenesis could be responsible for the different versions
of the ballad found throughout the Balkans, and (wrongly) concluded that the single ori-
gin of the ballad must have been the Greek territory in early Byzantine times (1976:179).
It is not difficult to see a high correlation between the hypothetical country of origin and
the nationality of the researcher! (For a convenient chronological summary of the long-
standing origins debate, see Vargyas 1967:178-179 and its continuation 1983:55-57; for
other comprehensive accounts of previous scholarship devoted to the ballad, see Dundes
1989:153-155, Megas 1976:125-179, and Talog 1973.) I am by no means the first to
underscore the extreme nationalistic bias in ballad origin scholarship. Ballad specialist
David Buchan, in his essay “British Balladry: Medieval Chronology and Relations,” has
this to say about Child 73, “Lord Thomas and Fair Annet”: “Grundtvig thought its ori-
gin Danish, Gerould thought its origin British, Doncieux thought it French, which per-
haps tells us more about the ethnocentricity of ballad scholars than about ‘Lord Thomas™
(Buchan 1978:104). As to why the ballad as opposed to other genres of folklore should
have been the focus of nationalistic proprietary “wars,” one can only speculate that the bal-
lad’s hallowed status vis-a-vis other folklore genres—either as the detritus of glorious epics
of the past or alternatively as a relatively late medieval elitist creation, not related to any
primitive origins—might account for why ardent nationalistic scholars were so anxious to
claim exclusive “ownership” of such treasures. Also since two or more neighboring nations
appeared to have the “same” ballad, it was perhaps almost inevitable that it would become
a natural bone of contention.

For more than a century, there has been a brisk many-sided debate among Balkans folk-
lorists as to which country had the right to claim “credit” for originating the walled-up
wife ballad. It may be difficult for some modern folklorists to appreciate just how heated
the debate was over which of the numerous nationalistic competing claims was “correct.”
One illustrative example may suffice to indicate the intensity of the furor. In 1863 the
noted Hungarian collector of folksongs, Jénos Kriza (1811-1875), a Unitarian minister
from Transylvania influenced in part by Herder and Percy, published a collection of folk-
songs. He called the songs “the collection of the flowers of the mind of the Székeley peo-
ple—its wild roses, if I may so describe them” (as quoted in Ortutay 1973:498). In that
collection, entitled Vadrdzsik (Wild Roses), Kriza included a Hungarian version of the
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walled-up wife ballad: Kémives Kelemenné. Almost immediately upon publication of the
collection, one Julian Grozescu (whose name clearly suggests Romanian origin) accused
Kriza of having plagiarized this ballad and one other from a Romanian source. These accu-
sations became the basis of a famous court trial in Budapest. Although Kriza was not guilty
of plagiarism, the Vadrdzsik lawsuit saddened him for the rest of his life. Ortutay’s com-
ment on the matter is of interest in the present context: “It has come to light on the basis of
more recent collections and European comparative ethnographic research that the charges
of plagiarism brought against Kriza were unfounded, and that the two ballads in question,
like the others, constitute an integral part of both Hungarian and European folk-poetry,
including the Romanian. It is obvious today that the accusations were groundless; they
were inspired by the awakening Rumanian nationalism, Hungarian nationalism defended
itself against them” (Ortutay 1973:501).

An Indianist Origin via the Gypsies

None of the many scholars involved in the dispute over the origin of the walled-up wife
were aware of the fact that the ballad was extremely popular in India as well. (For refer-
ences to published texts in Telegu and Kannada, see Dundes 1989:165, n. 25.) The first
hint of a possible Indic origin of the ballad came from Francis Hindes Groome (1851~
1902), who included the “Story of the Bridge” in his 1899 Gypsy Folk-Tales. Groome
had translated into English a somewhat-garbled Gypsy version reported by Alexandre G.
Paspati (1870:620-623). Of particular interest is Groome’s endnote, which begins with
an apology: “I hesitated whether to give this story; it is so hopelessly corrupt, it secems
such absolute nonsense. Yet it enshrines beyond question, however confusedly, the wide-
spread and ancient belief that to ensure one’s foundation one should wall up a human
victim” (Groome 1899:13). Later in the same note, Groome makes the following obser-
vation: “The Gypsy story is probably of high antiquity, for two at least of the words in
it were quite or almost meaningless to the nomade [sic] Gypsy who told it” (cf. Paspati
1870:190-191). Groome continues: “The masons of southeastern Europe are, it should
be noticed, largely Gypsies; and a striking Indian parallel may be pointed out in the Santal
story of ‘Seven Brothers and Their Sister’ (Campbell 1891:106-110). Here seven broth-
ers set to work to dig a tank but find no water, and so, by the advice of a yogi, give their
only sister to the spirit of the tank. ““The tank was soon full to the brim, and the girl
was drowned. And then comes a curious mention of a Dom, or Indian vagrant musician,
whose name is probably identical with Doum, Loin, or Rom, the Gypsy of Syria, Asia
Minor, and Europe” (Groome 1899:13). To my knowledge, this is the only suggestion in
print that there might be a connection between the Balkans ballad of the walled-up wife
and a cognate story in India.

In 1925, B. ]. Gilliat-Smith published another Gypsy version of “The Song of the
Bridge” in the Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society. The text was accompanied by a learned
comparative note by W. R. Halliday. Halliday summarily dismisses Groome’s suggestion
of a possible Indic parallel: “Actually the parallel does not extend further than the building
of a tank by seven brothers and the drowning of their sister (not the wife of one of them),
in order that the tank may fill with water. The similarity, in fact, is derived merely from the
common origin of the two stories in the belief in the necessity for Foundation Sacrifice,
which we have noted to be world-wide. I have personally no doubt whatsoever that the Song
of the Bridge is alocalized form of story arising out of this wide-spread custom and belongs
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properly to the Balkan area” (1925:111, emphasis added). Halliday was dead wrong in fail-
ing to see that the Indic narratives were cognate with the Balkans ballad. But then again,
every scholar who has written on the ballad has also failed to consider the many Indic ver-
sions of the narrative. (Vargyas too dismissed the two Gypsy texts [1967:194] as being of
little or no consequence.)

Objective readers who take the time to read through the hundreds of Balkans texts
and the Indic versions can easily see for themselves that they are unquestionably part of
a common Indo-European tradition, although the ballad apparently never became popu-
lar in Western Europe. (It is worth noting that folklorist A. H. Krappe (1894-1947) pos-
ited an Indic origin for a legend involving the foundation sacrifice of a child (rather than
a wife-bride), a legend that may or may not be cognate with the walled-up wife (Krappe
1927:165-180). Given the possible/probable Indic origin of the ballad, the Gypsy texts,
garbled though they may be, support this hypothesis inasmuch as the origin of the Gypsies
is presumed to be India. A Bulgarian Gypsy text of the ballad reported in 1962 (Cerenkov
1962) tends to confirm the traditionality of the narrative among Gypsy groups. If this is
so, then all of the petty arguments between Balkans folklorists about which country’s ver-
sions are the earliest become more or less beside the point. The moral of this exemplum is
that the comparative method can be effective only when a// available versions of a ballad or
folktale are taken into account.

Consider one of the issues raised in Halliday’s dismissal of a possible Indic parallel.
The Indic text involves the drowning of a “sister” of the water-tank builders rather than
“the wife of one of them.” But as Vargyas observes, “The victim is not always a wife: in the
Serbian, Albanian, and Roumanian she may be the sister of the builder. This appears to be
asecondary element” (1967:202). It should also be noted that in many modern Indic texts
the victim is a daughter-in-law, that is, a wife. So both the wife and sister appear as victims
in the Indic texts. The “sister instead of wife” argument therefore cannot constitute a legiti-
mate objection to the cognation hypothesis.

Formulaic Evidence

Not only are the Balkans ballad and Indic song-tale plots cognate, but there are formulaic
features that provide indisputable evidence of the genetic relationship between the two
sets of texts. In the Balkans, the entombment of the female victim is often described in a
moving series of lines in which the poor girl is ever so gradually covered, typically from the
lower body to the upper body, from toe to head so to speak. The girl speaks of being walled
up to the knees, to her breast, to her throat; or knees, breast, eyes; or knees, waist, breast,
and throat (Vargyas 1983:46-48). In the Rumanian text analyzed in such depth by Mircea
Eliade (1907-1986), “the wall rose over higher, burying her, up to the ankles, up to the
calves, up to the ribs, up to the breasts.. .. up to the eyes” (Eliade 1972:168).

Let us briefly consider three Santal folkeales. In the first, “The Magic Fiddle” (Campbell
1891:52-56), the sister is sent to get water, but the water vanishes when she tries to scoop
some up in her pitcher. Gradually the water “reaches to my ankles . . . to my knee, to my
waist, to my breast, to my neck . .. to a man’s height” and the girl drowns. In a second tale
(Campbell 1891:106-110), the girl goes to fill her pitcher “but she could not do so, as
the water rose so rapidly. The tank was soon full to the brim, and the gir] was drowned.”
In a third Santal tale, entitled “How Sabai Grass Grew” (Bompas 1909:102-106), the
sister is sent to the tank to draw water. “Directly the girl drew near to the bank the water
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began to bubble from the bottom; and when she went down to the water’s edge, it rose
to her instep.” Gradually the water rises to her ankle, knees, waist, and neck. “At last it
flowed over her head and the water-pot was filled, but the girl was drowned.” In a mod-
ern Kannada text published in 1989, the water touches the daughter-in-law’s feet, knee,
and waist:

She climbed a step and the water came up

She climbed two steps and the water touched her feet
She climbed three steps and the water touched her knee
She climbed four steps and the water touched her waist
She climbed five steps and the water drowned her

The youngest daughter-in-law Bhagirathi

She became a feast for the well [Aniketana 1989:371]

In an unpublished version from northern India collected in 1991 (Kirin Narayan, personal
communication, 1994), the beleaguered female victim begs her brothers: “Don’t brick up
my feet ... my midrift . . . breasts . .. neck ... mouth . .. eyes ... head.” This version is
even closer to the southeastern European texts inasmuch as the woman in this instance is
bricked up into the foundation of a waterway under construction.

The demonstration of this formulaic parallel alone—even without the obvious plot
similarity—would obviously offer strong support for the proposed Indic origin of the
Balkans ballad.

What is especially fascinating in the light of the likely Indic source for the ballad is the
fact that a number of the Balkans texts end with the formation of a magical spring that
contains cither pure water or nourishing milk (Vargyas 1967:203). In the Romanian ver-
sion cited by Eliade, Manole, the master builder, is so saddened by the sacrificial death of
his beloved young wife that he killed himself: “and from the woodwork high on the roof,
he fell, dead; and where he was shattered a clear fountain sprang up, a trickle of water, salt
with his tears” (Eliade 1972:169). The “spring” motif could well be an instance of what
folklorists call peripheral distribution or marginal survival. Certainly the “spring” motif
is reminiscent of the water-tank image so common in the Indic versions. For that matter,
even the suicidal jump may not be a Romanian innovation. In a Kannada text, for example,
the bereaved husband wept and “jumped into the well” (Aniketana 1989:38).

The Pitfalls of Parochial Nationalism

It is truly sad to think of so many eminent folklorists writing lengthy essays and learned
monographs on this ballad in total ignorance of the Indic texts. It is especially distress-
ing for those scholars who tried so hard to find the “origin” of the ballad and were misled
by (1) wrongly limiting the areas of their comparative efforts—that is, failing to consult
available Indic texts in print, and (2) by yielding to an excessively emotional and ideologi-
cal nationalistic bias. The methodological lesson to be learned seems simple enough. The
comparative method cannot possibly succeed if whole sets of cognate versions of an item
of folklore are ignored. Folklorists who insist upon working in narrow parochial nation-
alistic mindsets are no better than unsophisticated anthropologists who are utterly con-
vinced that a tale or song they collect from “their” people or “their” village is absolutely
unique when in fact it is but one version of a narrative to be found among many peoples.
The impressive veneer of comparativism found in the numerous monographic treatments
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of the walled-up wife ballad cannot cover the egregious error of having failed to take Indic
cognate texts into account.

To be sure, Indian folklorists are no less parochial. They are just as unaware of the mas-
sive Balkans scholarship on the ballad as Balkanologists are unaware of the ballad’s exis-
tence in India. Accordingly, Indian scholars analyze “their” local version of the ballad (see
Govindaraja 1989; Srikantaiah 1989) without reference to any other versions just as, say,
Romanian scholars, analyze only the Romanian text of the ballad (see Anghelescu 1984;
Filiti 1972).

Another instructive illustration of the consequences stemming from excessive nation-
alistic zeal concerns aesthetics. Invariably, investigators claim that their “national” version
of the ballad is the most beautiful. Romanian scholar L. Sainean contended, for example,
“From the point of view of beauty and comparative originality, the Serbian and Romanian
versions take first place; the Bulgarian songs, because of their loose form, give the impres-
sion of being detached fragments; the Albanian traditions are pale imitations of the
Grecek or Serbian ballads . . . the Hungarian variants seem to echo the Romanian ballad”
(1902:360-361, as translated in Eliade 1972:174). Not surprisingly, Hungarian scholars
disagreed with this assessment. Vargyas notes, “I think the examples shown make it clear
on the uniform evidence of several details that the Hungarian formulation shows the pur-
est form,” although to be sure, he does suggest a Bulgarian rather than a Hungarian ori-
gin (1967:222, 228; 1983:37). Of course, it is the height of ethnocentric subjectivity to
claim that one national version of a cross-culturally distributed folksong is more “beauti-
ful” or “aesthetically pleasing” than that of another nation. The texts from India are surely
every bit as poignant and eloquent as those from the Balkans—and remember, these were
not even known to the myriad of Balkanologists making aesthetic assessments of the rela-
tive merit of ballad versions. Again, it can hardly be coincidence that the national version
adjudged best or purest just happens to come from the same nation of which the scholar
making the judgment is a citizen!

Parochial nationalism also turns out to be a critical factor in the few attempts to inter-
pret the ballad. Greek scholars, seizing upon the “bridge” motif in “The Bridge of Arta,”
have suggested that the ballad may have originated from the mythological hair bridge
over which the souls of the dead are required to pass on their way to the afterlife (Beaton
1980:122—124; Megas 1976:72). The problem here is that other versions of the ballad
involve a castle, monastery, or water tank, rather than a bridge. So while the mythological
“hair bridge” may appear plausible to those who know only the Greek “Bridge of Arta” tra-
dition, it is highly implausible in the light of the total range of ballad variants. (It would
also require that the Bridge of Arta be the original form of the ballad, which seems unlikely
given the many versions from India.)

Another strikinginstance of a nationalistic interpretation of the ballad is Zimmerman’s
suggestion that “The Founding of Skadar” with its “immurement” can “represent the
subjugation of the Serbian peoples at the time” of the Turkish domination. Moreover,
“the survival of the infant” would accordingly represent “the ultimate survival of the
nation” (Zimmerman 1979:379). It is certainly possible that the ballad could have such
allegorical significance to nationalistic-minded Serbs, but this reading could scarcely
apply to the Albanian, Bulgarian, Greek, Hungarian, Romanian, and Indic versions of

the ballad.
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Cross-Cultural Interpretation

What is needed in international folkloristics—as opposed to nationalistic folkloristics—
are interpretations of items of folklore which could in theory apply to most if not all of the
versions of that item of folklore. This is not to deny the importance of identifying oico-
types and analyzing those oicotypes in terms of national or regional personality character-
istics. But it does stress the inevitable limitations of nationalistic readings of folklore items
with cross-cultural distribution. (One can compare Geertz’s classic reading of the cock-
fight in Bali with a cross-cultural interpretation of the same event [Dundes 1994:94-132,
241-282].) Clearly the comparative method continues to be essential for establishing the
distribution pattern of any particular item of folklore. But merely demonstrating historic-
geographic trait distributions is no substitute for searches for the meaning(s) of folklore. It
is one thing to note that the ruse of sending the wife-victim into the foundation to retrieve
an intentionally dropped wedding ring is “encountered in the Bulgarian, Greek, Albanian
and Serbian versions” (Vargyas 1983:37), but what is the significance, if any, of this motif ?
And how does it relate to the possible overall meaning(s) of the ballad?

Over the past one hundred and fifty years of thinking about this ballad, the only “cross-
cultural” theory to be consistently applied is that of myth-ritual. Specifically, it has long been
assumed that the ballad is a survival-reminiscence of human sacrifice, a ritual required to
appease otherwise hostile supernatural spirits who for various reasons oppose the building
of some ambitious construction. What this theory utterly fails to illuminate is why the vic-
tim to be sacrificed must be female. In theory the supernatural spirit could just as well be
appeased by the sacrifice of a male victim. In fact, the myth-ritual theory of foundation sac-
rifice explains very few of the actual details of the ballad plot. How, for example, does the
myth-ritual theory account for the ring-dropping device to induce the wife-victim to enter
the foundation? The myth-ritual theory also suffers from being a/izeral one; that is, it is pred-
icated upon the notion that the construction ritual is historical. This is why so many Balkans
scholars have spent so much time trying to locate the actual monastery or bridge that sup-
posedly inspired the story (see Sapkaliska 1988:170; Zimmerman 1979:374). If the ballad
did originate in India as now seems probable, all those efforts would appear to be in vain.
(They do, however, show how ballads and legends in their paths of diffusion tend to become
localized in a particular place, tied to a particular topographic feature in the landscape.)

A few women scholars have sought to find metaphorical meaning in the bal-
lad. Zimmerman proposes a Christian reading of the ballad in which “the traditional
Christian beliefs in an ultimate reward for suffering and the triumph of good over evil”
are emphasized (1979:379). It is not entirely clear how these values are reflected in the
sacrifice of a woman in a wall. Zimmerman also refers to “guilt-ridden cultural memories
about foundation sacrifices” indicating that she has not completely abandoned the stan-
dard myth-ritual theory (1979:379). In her analysis of the Bridge of Arta, Mandel argues
a Lévi-Straussian opposition of nature and culture. Specifically, uncreative male culture
“relies on the appropriation of female nature” (Mandel 1983:180). Alcthough Mandel
identifies women with nature, she also insists that women are liminal “between nature
and culture” and act “as the mediator([s] between the worlds of the living and the dead”
(1983:182). It is not immediately apparent how women can be both nature and medi-
ating figures between nature and culture. However, Mandel’s suggestion that the ballad
deals with the men’s attempt to “exercise power and control over the woman’s sexuality
and fertility” has merit (1983:182). But when she speaks in similar terms of the “bridge”
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as a liminal construction—“contiguous to both banks of the river” but belonging to nei-
ther (1983:181), she falls into the nationalistic parochial pitfall of thinking only in terms
of the Greek versions of the ballad. The bridge may well be liminal, but what about a
castle or a water tank? Once again we see the theoretical difficulties arising from inter-
preting an item of folklore in terms of just one culture (or one set of versions), when that
same item of folklore is found in many different cultures. It is noteworthy that Mandel,
in typical anthropologist fashion, dismisses all of the many published studies of the song
because they only address “questions of diffusion and origin” and hence are deemed “not
relevant to the argument presented here” (1983:175, n. 4).

Another interesting interpretation is offered by Lyubomira Parpulova when she has
recourse to Van Gennep’s celebrated rites of passage. Parpulova gives the myth-ritual the-
ory a new life when she argues that the ballad reflects a ritual of transition. But she, too,
cannot escape the older theoretical bias. She suggests that, rather than looking for a rite
that underlies the ballad, “why not assume . . . a myth lying at the root of both the rite and
the ballad.” And she speaks further of “the different forms of constructional human sac-
rifice, probably practiced in the past and preserved as legend” (Parpulova 1984:427). She
hints at a possible connection of ritual separation of girls (e.g., after childbirth) with the
ballad, although she maintains that there may not necessarily be a direct link (1984:435).
One serious problem with the linkage to childbirth is that not all of the ballad texts refer
to either a pregnant victim or an infant to be nursed through the wall. Still, Parpulova does
cite a Bulgarian song in which a prison “is decoded as married life” (1984:433), and she
insightfully suggests that the walling up may express “the inevitability of a woman’s fate:
to be transformed into the foundations of a new construction, a new world, a new family”
that “is not always very pleasant” (1984:434).

Toward Multiple Interpretations

As T have previously argued, we can view the walled-up wife ballad as a metaphor for mar-
ried life in all those societies in which it is sung (Dundes 1989). By entering marriage,
the woman is figuratively immured. She is kept behind walls—to protect her virtue and
to keep her confined. The ring-dropping ruse—which none of the earlier critics have
addressed—would certainly support this feminist metaphorical interpretation. The hus-
band drops the ring into the foundation and persuades the faithful wife to go in after it. It
is the act of searching for a wedding ring which seals her fate literally and figuratively. The
fact that a man is willing to sacrifice his wife in order to build a bigger and better castle,
bridge, water-tank shows the second-class status of women in such societies. In that male
chauvinist world, women’s role is to stay protected from the outside world and to concen-
trate upon nurturing her infants (preferably sons)! The fact that women living near Skadar
in modern times seck the chalky liquid from the walls to mix with drinking water in order
“to restore milk to women who cannot nurse” continues to underscore women’s nurturant
role (Zimmerman 1979:380). The ideal wife nurtures males—either by bringing food to
her husband working on a construction site or by giving suck to her newborn son.

Whereas myth-ritual totally fails to explain why it must be a female victim in the ballad,
the present hypothesis would explain why it must be a woman who is sacrificed. Marriage is
a trap—for women. That is the ballad’s message. She must sacrifice everything, her mobil-
ity—she is transfixed—and even her life. The only aperture—in some versions—is a tiny
window through which she can continue to suckle her infant son.
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I believe this is a plausible metaphorical reading of the ballad of the walled-up wife, but
is it the only possible reading? Certainly not. And this brings us to a final issue in our brief
consideration of the ballad’s significance. Nineteenth-century folklorists, if they thought
about the meaning of folklore at all, invariably proposed some monolithic hypothesis.
While they understood perfectly well the multiple existence of folklore texts, they did not
realize that meanings could also be multiple. As variation is a hallmark of folklore texts, so
is it also to be found in folklore interpretations.

Ever since Propp delineated the various dramatis personae in the magic tale (Aarne-
Thompson tale types 300-749) in 1928, folklorists have had the methodological tools to
explore the possibility of investigating the crucial matter of perspective or point of view in
folkeales or ballads. Any given folktale or ballad may give priority to one of several vantage
points. Perhaps the most obvious distinction concerns whether the tale is told from the per-
spective of the hero or the victim, assuming they are two different characters. (Propp made
an important differentiation between hero-victims—who saved themselves—and hero-
seckers who saved victims [1968:36].) Although, in theory, a tale could be told from the
villain’s point of view, this is more common in written literature than in oral tradition.

In my analysis of the folktale source of Shakespeare’s King Lear, I tried to demonstrate
that an originally girl-centered folktale was retold by Shakespeare from a male parent’s
point of view (1976). In the same way, A. K. Ramanujan revealed that the Indic Oedipus
tale was told from the mother’s viewpoint rather than the son’s (1983). Similarly, Jack
Zipes has brilliantly shown how the female-centered tale of Little Red Riding Hood was
recast by male collectors, namely, Perrault and the Grimm brothers, so as to satisfy the
agenda of male ideology. (In the original oral tale, the heroine saves herself through her
own cleverness—an example of Propp’s hero-victim—whereas in the Perrault and Grimm
“rewrites,” the heroine is either eaten up by the wolf or else saved by an intervening male
woodsman [Zipes 1993:30-34, 375-378).) Finally, Jim Taggart in his splendid Enchanted
Maidens (1990) proved from his own field materials from Spain that there were distinct
male and female versions of the same tale type, a differentiation that could frequently be
correlated with the gender of the tale-tellers. Bengt Holbek in his magnum opus devoted
to the European fairy tale also sought to distinguish “Masculine” and “Feminine” tales
(1987:161, 417).

What this suggests in terms of the ballad of the walled-up wife is that there are at the
very least two distinct possible perspectives: one would be that of the victim, the wife who
is immured, and the second would be that of the male builder. It is obviously a matter of
opinion as to whose story the ballad tells. Is it the tragic fate of the female? Or the tragic
grief of the builder-widower? Just as there is no one correct “text” of an item of folklore,
there is no one correct “interpretation” of an item of folklore. Folklorists must accustom
themselves to accepting multiple interpretations just as they have learned to accept the
existence of multiple versions of texts.

As mentioned above, I have proposed a feminist reading of the ballad which argues
that the plot provides a deadly metaphor for marriage from India to the Balkans in which
a wife is forced to give up her freedom and mobility by the demands of her husband and
his family (e.g., in patrilocal residence). But if we look at the ballad text from the builder’s
perspective, we may get quite a different reading. All versions of the ballad involve one or
more males involved in some kind of construction enterprise. This is true whether the goal
is the building of a bridge, a castle, a monastery, or a dam (to hold water). I have somewhat
facetiously called this a male edifice complex (Dundes 1989:161). But the key motifis that
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whatever is constructed during the day is deconstructed at night. Folklorists know this as
Motif D2192, Work of day magically overthrown at night. Now it is perfectly obvious that
we are dealing with fantasy here inasmuch as buildings do not disappear night after night
after repeated daily attempts to put them up. Thus if we consider the motif in metaphori-
cal or symbolic terms, we must ask what could it mean to have something raised during
the day to be razed at night? If we use the verb erect instead of raise, perhaps the symbol-
ogy might be clearer. Men fear that they may not be able to sustain an erection, especially
at night, a time for love-making. In terms of males versus females, males may try to express
their masculinity by denying any dependence upon women. Boys become men by means
of rites of passage (normally administered by males, not females) in which they formally
repudiate any hint of maternal control. The most surprising feature of such rites of passage
as Bettelheim (1962) and others have suggested is that the men frequently imitate or emu-
late female procreative behavior. In the ballad, men force a sacrificial woman to be enclosed
in a man-made construction—just as men were originally enclosed in a female womb. That
the male symbolism is not completely successful is hinted at by those versions of the bal-
lad where the woman, though immured, is permitted to succor her 7z2ale baby through an
aperture. Still, the male message in the ballad concerns the importance of creating a perma-
nent erection, and one that, in imitation of the female, can contain a human being within
it. The fallacy of the “phallicy” is that the male womb results in the death of its occupant
whereas female wombs—if all goes well—contain new life. In that sense, the ballad rep-
resents wishful thinking on the part of males, that they can create remarkable edifices just
as women procreate, but the sad reality is that the male hubris brings only death to the
female. Male death is opposed to female life, and the male insistence upon erecting his edi-
fice complex or complex edifice means that his obedient, subordinate female must sacrifice
her life for that male enterprise.

Keep in mind that one need not choose between the female or male interpretations of
the walled-up wife. The ballad as sung in India more often reflects the female victim’s point
of view as opposed to the Balkans where the story is seemingly most frequently told from
the male builder’s perspective. In any event, perhaps neither the female nor the male inter-
pretation may be deemed valid, but they are surely a welcome alternative to the simplistic,
literal myth-ritual building sacrifice theory that has dominated the scholarship devoted to
this extraordinary ballad up to the present time. Both these interpretations also are, unlike
the earlier parochial nationalistic readings of the ballad, applicable to the ballad in 4// of
its versions, not to just the versions found in Serbia, or Hungary, or Romania. Moreover,
rather than tying the ballad to an unproven myth-ritual hypothesis of human sacrifice,
these interpretations link the ballad to the ongoing traumatic relations prevailing in the
battle of the sexes, which would help explain why the ballad continues to be a painful and
poignant reminder of the difficulties of balancing a career and marriage for males, and of
achieving freedom of movement and opportunity for females in India and in the Balkans.

The future of the ballad’s popularity in India and the Balkans may be in question. The
“liberation” of women—the very word liberation refers to the basic complex of ideas which
generated the ballad in the first place, a complex that insisted that women were 7ot free,
not liberated—may in time make the ballad’s message obsolete. As more and more women
become builders of bridges, castles, and dams, perhaps it will be men who will be forced to
become the “victims” of their wives’ ambitions.
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6
STRUCTURALISM AND FOLKLORE

(Postscript) Binary Opposition in Myth:
The Propp/Lévi-Strauss Debate in Retrospect

Introduction

Dundes used structuralism to define and compare folklore genres, and, methodologically,
as the key element of an analytic step—deriving cultural meaning—in an objective science
of folkloristics. He defined structuralism as the “study of the interrelationships or organi-
zation of the component parts of an item of folklore,” and was especially drawn to Russian
folklorist Vladimir Propp’s morphology, which designated functions of dramatis personae
within a linear plot sequence. He also was intrigued with French anthropologist Claude
Lévi-Strauss’s non-linear idea of binary opposition as a reflection of universal mental pro-
cesses, and used it as a basis for his reflections on trichotomy as a primarily Western cog-
nitive pattern. Dundes interacted with the French scholar when they were colleagues in
anthropology at Berkeley in the fall of 1984. The kinds of questions they discussed, which
drove the use of structural analysis, concerned thinking and learning processes revealed
by folklore. An example is the issue of how folklore, like language, is acquired in child-
hood, and the ways in which structures are learned that allow the generation of variations.
Dundes presented further goals for structural analysis: predicting culture change, examin-
ing cultural determination of content, and making cross-genre comparisons. As a philoso-
phy, Dundes’s version of structuralism allowed for human agency and cultural determin-
ism, often denied in anti-humanistic structuralism, although Dundes adhered to the struc-
turalist principle that meaning derives from causal relationships within a structure.
Dundes was introduced to Proppian theory and Russian formalism through two of his
instructors at Indiana University, European folklorist Felix Oinas and Hungarian-born
semiotician Thomas Sebeok, and he completed his dissertation, which he refers to in this
essay, on the morphology of American Indian folktales. Dundes made a lasting contri-
bution by revising Propp’s long and rigid sequence of thirty-one functions in the folktale
into a body of ten functions, grouped into five motifemic pairs. He discerned elementary
sequences that are the basis of what people think of as “story”: assignment of task to accom-
plishment of task, and lack to lack liquidated. The two sequences can combine to form a sin-
gle, complex one: lack, to assignment of task, to accomplishment of task, to lack liquidated.
Comparing Native American tales to European narratives, he found cultural differences in
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the way that the stories were separated by intervening pairs of lacks and liquidations of those
lacks. He explained what he called the greater “motifemic depth” in European tales by their
cultural context of deferred gratification or reward. Dundes’s use of cultural psychology
and functional revision has been instrumental in a number of structural analyses (including
Bar-Itzhak 2005; Azuonye 1990; Bremond 1977; Turner 1972; and Skeels 1967). He also
applied structural analysis to tales outside of North America (1971c).

Dundes was instrumental in expanding Proppian analysis to the English-speaking world
by introducing a translation of Propp’s Morphology of the Folktale ([1928] 1968). There, he
iterated the distinction between Propp’s “syntagmatic” analysis, borrowing from the notion
of syntax in the study of language, and Lévi-Strauss’s “paradigmatic” one, which secks to
describe a pattern or paradigm (usually based upon an a priori principle of binary oppo-
sition) underlying the folkloric text. Dundes praised paradigmatic work for relating the
schematic structure to worldview and cultural context. He pointed out that Lévi-Strauss’s
approach facilitated the modern synchronic reconceptualization of myth (and other forms
of folklore) as models, replacing the diachronic notion of myth as a charter set back in pri-
meval time. Yet Dundes had methodological concerns, since, in contrast to syntagmatic
approaches, paradigmatic analyses were “speculative and deductive, and they are not as easily
replicated.” Although praising Propp for developing a syntagmatic method that was empiri-
cal and inductive, he worried that the resultant analyses considered the text alone, in isola-
tion from its social and cultural context. This observation led him to frequently write, in
explanations of structuralism, that “structural analysis is not an end in itself” For Dundes, it
was an analytical task, following identification, that led to interpretation.

The structural analytical step in Dundes’s folkloristic method, occurring between iden-
tification and interpretation, typically comprised (1) discovery of a minimal unit, (2)
investigation of the relationships between different minimal units in combination, and
(3) cross-cultural comparisons to determine the spread or particularity of the structure.
Interpretation typically discerned psychoanalytical or symbolist meanings (in this essay
he mentioned examples of customs, such as bullfights and weddings, in addition to narra-
tives and proverbs), and the determination of “worldview;” that is, general outlooks, values,
and beliefs that drive human action and inform ethical judgments. A structural analysis of
these interpretations need not follow only Proppian or Lévi-Straussian lines. Under the
category of structuralism, which Dundes identified as an evolving philosophy, he included
widely known perspectives for the tripartite (syntagmatic) ordering of “rites of passage”
introduced by French folklorist Arnold van Gennep, and British social anthropologist
James George Frazer’s paradigmatic division of homeopathic and contagious magic in the
carly twentieth century.

In this essay, Dundes criticized the idea of the “superorganic,” which he finds per-
vasive both in many anthropological treatments of custom, and in literary searches for
origins using the Finnish or “historic-geographic” method. This idea was introduced by
evolutionist Herbert Spencer, and articulated by Berkeley anthropologist A. L. Kroeber
(1917). It is a structural argument about the Western binary of social and organic forces,
expressed, Kroeber stated, in other oppositions, such as body/soul, body/mind, and physi-
cal/mental. The superorganic idea implied that culture was above the level of the human
organism and had a force of its own, rather than being constructed by social or individ-
ual forces. Dundes (in this essay), and others (such as his anthropological teacher David
Bidney) railed against this idea, preferring the philosophy that culture involved human
volition and emotion. Dundes’s structuralist goal was to find minimal units of cultural



Structuralism and Folklore 125

expression to demonstrate this individual and social agency. Dundes criticized the histor-
ic-geographic reduction of narratives to tale types as representing a superorganic assump-
tion, since they suggested that tales diffuse without human agency, and, as invented units,
existed as ontological entities. Dundes delivered his criticism directly to the brain-center
of the historic-geographic method, since he delivered this essay in Finland in 1976, home
to the legacy of twentieth-century folklorist Antti Aarne and the “Aarne-Thompson” sys-
tem of classification (“Thompson” refers to American folklorist Stith Thompson, who was
greatly influenced by Finnish folkloristics).

In his postscript published thirty-one years later, Dundes reflected on the lasting influ-
ence of Propp and Lévi-Strauss on the structural analysis of narrative, and attempted to
mediate what had been seen as opposition to their structural approaches. Dundes used the
occasion to comment on the difference between how folkloristics and anthropology dealt
with myth, since he took Lévi-Strauss to task for not being folkloristically aware of folklore
genres. Similarly, he questioned the interpretations of psychoanalysts because of their lack
of a folkloristic differentiation between tale and myth (see 2005c¢). In contrast, folkloris-
tic analysis was privileged, because its structural assumptions were based upon a compara-
tive, wide-ranging knowledge of the genres of folklore. Dundes also made other contribu-
tions to structural analysis, using it to define genres and apply cross-genre interpretation,
such as in “The Structure of Superstition,” “Toward a Structural Definition of the Riddle,”
and “On the Structure of the Proverb,” included in Analytic Essays in Folklore (1975b), and
“On Whether Weather ‘Proverbs’ Are Proverbs” and “April Fool and April Fish: Towards
a Theory of Ritual Pranks” in Folklore Matters (1989d).

Structural analysis is not restricted to verbal genres; it has also been applied to non-verbal
material (see, for example, Glassie 1975 and Bronner 1992, 2006a). Comparing games to
narratives as an example of cross-genre analysis, Dundes structurally examined play in “On
Game Morphology” (1963a; see the next chapter of the present volume). For further discus-
sion of the structuralism of Propp and Lévi-Strauss, see Propp (1984) and Segal (1996).

By the time Dundes wrote his postscript, a “post-structuralist” movement held sway
in folkloristics that was characterized by microanalyses of folkloric performances as dis-
tinct events. An open philosophical question is whether this big tent of post-structural-
ism runs counter to the principles established by structuralism, or if it is an outgrowth
of it. Dundes’s explication of modern terms of analysis in his essays “Texture, Text, and
Context” and “From Etic to Emic Units in the Structural Study of Folktales” (see chap-
ter 4) are often viewed in folkloristic historiographies as precursors of poststructuralist
approaches (1980g, 1962g). Dundes’s structuralist concern for the social and cultural con-
text of lore, synchronic treatment of models (deriving from the distinction between sig-
nifier and signified), the creative generation of expressive variations, and the structure of
native performance (which he called “emic” in contrast to previous, text-centered “etic”
approaches) echoes through many contemporary post-structuralist analyses. Yet Dundes
also expressed dismay at the lack of hypothesis building and symbolist generalization in
the prevalent post-structuralist microanalysis, which implied the non-comparable unique-
ness of each performance, and restricted meaning to the consciousness of the actor in a
performance (see Dundes 2005¢; Bronner 2006¢). He adhered to uncovering underlying
cognitive structures in folkloric texts, in order to explain the acquisition and generation of
folklore as a renewable resource across cultures. He championed the view iterated in this
essay that in revealing “patterns of metaphors,” structuralist analysis “should provide unri-
valed insights into the worldview and behavior of peoples everywhere.”
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IN THE PAST SEVERAL DECADES, there is no theoretical trend which has had more
impact upon both the humanities and the social sciences than structuralism. The schol-
arly discussions of structuralism in literature, in anthropology, and in general are part of a
rapidly burgeoning bibliography.! There are even historical studies of the development of
structuralism from Russian formalism among other intellectual precursors.

The field of folkloristics is no exception and in fact the growth of structuralism in folk-
lore scholarship has been so enormous competing schools or methods in carrying out
structural analysis have emerged. Thus there are followers of Lévi-Strauss as opposed to
followers of Propp to name two of the major contributors to the structural approach to
folklore. Lévi-Strauss brand of structural analysis has been applied with equal fervor to the
story The Three Bears® and to classical and Sumerian myths.* Propp’s methodology has
inspired analyses of American Indian tales,’” African tales,® and Sicilian puppet plays.”

It is not my intention to survey all the structural studies in folklore which have been
undertaken thus far. For one thing, the bibliography has become almost unmanageable. A
case in point is the long list of surveys and critiques of Lévi-Strauss’s narrative analysis.® For
another, there are already useful, fairly comprehensive surveys of the folkloristic structural
scholarship available in print.’

Nor shall I be concerned here with unraveling the influences of one structuralist upon
another or with identifying early anticipations of structuralism in folklore. It is neverthe-
less interesting to see the suggestion in Jason’s notes to her recent translation of Nikiforov’s
1927 essay On the Morphological Study of Folklore that Propp may have borrowed several
concepts central to his own morphological study from Nikiforov. Similarly, it would be
interesting to know whether Lévi-Strauss was influenced directly or indirectly by French
philosopher-sociologist Gabriel Tarde’s ambitious attempt at the turn of the century to
describe oppositional paradigms as one of the important organizing principles of both
the natural world and human society. Though Tarde lacked Lévi-Strauss’s cross-cultural
anthropological sophistication, he does speak of such matters as the question of the revers-
ibility or irreversibilityof social facts'® and he does suggest that the middle term of an oppo-
sitional pair can combine with one of the members of the pair to form a new opposition,!
a proposal which seems strangely akin to Lévi-Strauss’s statement about myth structure:
“We need only to assume that the two opposite terms with no intermediary always tend
to be replaced by two equivalent terms which allow a third one as a mediator; then one of
the polar terms and the mediator becomes replaced by a new triad and so on.”*? However,
questions of precursors and influences belong to the history of structuralism and this is
really not my topic. Rather I should like to consider briefly some though by no means all
of the theoretical issues of the application of structuralism to folklore.

First, it should be understood that structuralism, the study of the interrelationships
or organization of the component parts of an item of folklore, is not limited to narrative
analysis. Because of Lévi-Strausss concern with myth and Propp’s with Mirchen, struc-
tural analysis is sometimes wrongly thought to be limited to folk narrative materials. This
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is definitely not the case. Structuralism can be applied to any genre of folklore. There are
already a number of structural studies of such genres as proverb, riddle, and superstition.'?
One can argue that there is a decided advantage to applying the techniques of structural
analysis to so-called minor genres. If structural analysis works at all, then it should work as
well with minor genres as with major genres. As a matter of fact, the minor genres are obvi-
ously much easier to investigate inasmuch as the texts are relatively brief. Thus it would
appear to be easier to attempt a structural analysis of curses or blessings or toasts than to
seck to discern the structure of an epic consisting of thousands of lines.

The problems of structural analysis are approximately the same no matter what the
genre. The problems include discovering or defining a minimal structural unit, and under-
standing how these minimal units combine into traditional patterns. Perhaps the most dif-
ficult task is the discovery of a minimal structural unit. What, if any, are the minimal units
of proverbs or of riddles? Without a minimal unit, it is almost impossible to undertake
structural analysis. It is true that structural analysis is more concerned with the relation-
ships or organizational patterns of the units than with the units per se. But how can one
discuss relationships intelligently without specific reference to the terms or units which are
presumed to be related?

Let me give an example of a minimal structural unit from my investigations of proverbs.
From an analysis of English proverbs, I have proposed the following tentative definition:
“A proverb is a traditional propositional statement consisting of at least one descriptive ele-
ment, a descriptive element consisting of a topic and a comment.” The minimal unit is the
descriptive element, although to be sure there are two component parts: the topic and the
comment. It might be mentioned at this point that the critical question of precisely where
to make one’s “cuts,” that is, where to subdivide what may well be a continuum, is not easy
to settle and the answer as often as not is admittedly somewhat arbitrary. In theory, one
can always divide any proposed minimal unit into still smaller units (just as molecules yield
atoms which yield protons, neutrons, and electrons, etc.). My suggestion of the descrip-
tive element as the basic minimal unit of proverbs' is thus not meant as necessarily being
any ultimate or absolute unit. On the other hand, I believe it is a heuristic unit. For it can
help to explain why there can be proverbs in English consisting of as few as two words.
Examples include: Time flies; Money talks; and Opposites attract. In “Time flies,” there
is only one topic: time, and only one comment: flies. This proposed unit of analysis also
explains why there cannot be any one-word proverbs. There may be plenty of traditional
single words in slang and folk speech, but such items would not be considered proverbs if
my basic unit were accepted as a valid definitional criterion. And this brings us to one of
the important purposes of structural analysis in folklore: the definition of genres.

Inasmuch as structural analysis is essentially a form of rigorous descriptive ethnography,
it is potentially of great interest to those folklorists concerned with genre theory. It is
almost impossible to define an item of folklore in terms of origin (especially since origins
are almost always unknown despite the centuries of speculative historical reconstruction
efforts). It is equally unsatisfactory to try to define a genre in terms of function for it is not
uncommon for different genres of folklore to fill the same functional slot. A traditional
gesture may serve instead of a proverb, for example, in summing up a situation or recom-
mendinga course of action. Functionally, the gesture would be equivalent to a proverb, but
not all gestures function as proverbs. So function (and context) alone are not always suffi-
cient to determine genre. Since structural analysis is concerned with the item itself rather
than factors external to the item (factors such as its origin or function), it is more likely to
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be of assistance in determining the morphological characteristics of that item, character-
istics which may be criteria to be used in defining a genre.

Once having proposed the descriptive element as the minimal structural unit of the
proverb, I was able to see proverbs with two or more descriptive elements in a new light.
Proverbs with two descriptive elements might have these elements in opposition (although
there are also nonoppositional proverbs). In oppositional proverbs, cither the topics can
be in opposition, or the comments can be in opposition, or both topics and comments can
be in opposition. Examples of the latter case would be “Here today, gone tomorrow;” “Last
hired, first fired,” and “The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak.”

Without recapitulating my entire analysis of proverb structure, I hope it is nevertheless
clear what the initial steps in structural analysis were, namely the discovery of a minimal
unit, followed by an investigation of the relationships prevailing between different mini-
mal units in combination. Note that if a given instance of structural analysis is valid, then it
ought to be possible to replicate the analysis. Thus if my analysis of English proverb struc-
ture is sound, then other researchers ought to be able to duplicate my findings. If my anal-
ysis were applicable to non-English proverbs, then that too is testable. This is surely one
of the great advantages of structural analysis. To some extent, it is always empirically veri-
fiable. A structural analysis of a game or of a riddle can always be tested against the origi-
nal data with which the analysis was made. So much of previous folklore research has been
totally unverifiable whether it was a matter of some supposed chronological or evolution-
ary (or devolutionary) sequence or whether it was a matter of “reading in” some interpre-
tation albeit solar, historical, or psychoanalytic. It has always been difficult to verify inter-
pretations of folklore and more often than not, it comes down to a matter of accepting one
interpretation rather than another on pure faith. In marked contrast, structural analysis, at
least in theory, offers the possibility of some objectivity rather than subjectivity. Of course,
it is perfectly true that there may well be subjectivity and more than a little interpretation
involved in the initial selection of a minimal unit (or even in the whole notion that there is
such a thing as a minimal constituent unit). Still, no matter how speculative the units may
be initially, they can be tested. One can take Propp’s function or what I term motifeme and
check it against a corpus of folktales.

While on the subject of minimal units of analysis, I might mention the issue of whether
such units truly represent the nature of the compositional structure of the folkloristic item
under investigation or whether the units are nothing more than hypothetical though
heuristic constructs created by imaginative researchers. This theoretical issue has been
described previously as the God’s truth position versus the hocus-pocus view. God’s truth,
of course, implies that the units and patterning of these units actually are inherent in the
data whereas the more skeptical hocus-pocus alternative suggests that the proposed units
and unit patterns are only figments of an analyst’s fertile imagination. In other words, a
God’s truth folklorist might argue that folktales have structure; a hocus-pocus folklorist
might contend that the various structural schemes proposed by Bremond, Greimas, Propp,
Lévi-Strauss, ctc. have been imposed upon folk narratives. The crucial question is then:
does a folklorist discover/describe the existent structure of folkloristic genres or does he
or she invent/create structural schema? Most practitioners of structural analysis assume
that they are discovering, not inventing, the patterns they discuss. Lévi-Strauss, in refer-
ring to the code he is studying in mythology, makes an unequivocal statement: “This code
... has neither been invented nor brought in from without. It is inherent in mythology
itself, where we simply discover its presence.”” I too would agree generally with such a
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God’s truth position, that the materials of folklore really are highly structured, but I would
also suggest that the various structural schemes proposed by analysts are only “manmade”
approximations of God’s truth. Although the structural schema almost invariably purport
to be God’s truth itself, it is probably much more intellectually honest to admit that struc-
tural analysis thus far has consisted largely of hocus-pocus. Ideally, each succeeding genera-
tion of structural folklorists will substitute a more accurate and refined version of struc-
tural analysis for any given genre, with each new analysis coming ever closer to describing
the underlying structural pattern. On the other hand, if one assumes that there is such an
underlying pattern, one must in theory admit the possibility of discerning that pattern
at any point in time and consequently that any one particular analysis could be accurate
enough so as not to require further refinement. In any event, the methodological implica-
tions are simply that each proposed hocus-pocus scheme must be tested and retested . . .
against the empirical reality which is the subject of structural analysis. God’s truth in this
metaphorical sense is not necessarily unknowable.

The question of whether structure is “knowable” raises yet another important theo-
retical issue in structuralism. Structural analysts claim that they have identified structural
patterns in myth, fairy tale, or some other genre. In short, they say they “know” what the
underlying structural patterns are and that they can articulate them. But what about the
informants who tell the tales? Do they “know” the structural patterns which underlie the
tales they tell? Lévi-Strauss contends that as a rule they do not: “Although the possibility
cannot be excluded that the speakers who create and transmit myths may become aware of
their structure and mode of operation, this cannot occur as a normal thing, but only par-
tially and intermittently. . .. In the particular example we are dealing with here, it is doubt-
ful, to say the least, whether the natives fascinated by mythological stories, have any under-
standing of the systems of interrelations to which we reduce them.”*¢ It is true that speakers
of alanguage are perfectly well able to speak that language without being able to articulate
the rules or grammatical principles which linguists have described in considerable detail.
Propp too suggests that storytellers are constrained insofar as he claims they cannot depart
from the overall sequence of functions in fairytale structure,'” which may imply that story-
tellers do not know the superorganic structural patterns which limit their creativity.

Iwonder if it is not possible that storytellers in some sense do “know” the structural pat-
terns which underlie their narratives. I suspect that children do in fact extrapolate folklor-
istic patterns such that they are well able to pass judgment as to whether a given folktale or
riddle is being properly told. Even if individuals cannot articulate the patterns—and why,
after all, should the creators of hocus-pocus schemes attach any significance to whether or
not informants can articulate the analysts’ particular brands of hocus-pocus—that does
not necessarily mean that the informants are not aware of the underlying patterns. The
incredible and brilliant Conversations with Ogotemméli show pretty clearly that the blind
hunter Ogotemméli knew infinitely more about the structural patterns underlying Dogon
culture than did professional ethnographer Marcel Griaule who had been searching for
such patterns for more than fifteen years. One might here object that there is a distinction
between native categories and analytic categories.' This is true. Native categories, from
inside a culture, are always worth studying; but they may or may not constitute accurate
empirical descriptions of data as sought by objective analysts from either inside or outside
that culture. On the other hand, there is something unpleasantly patronizing and conde-
scending about statements which deny natives any insight into the mechanics of their folk-
lore. In this context, I might cite Lévi-Strauss’s boast in which he states: “I therefore claim
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to show not how men think in myths, but how myths operate in men’s minds without
their being aware of the fact.”"” This view is strikingly similar to Jung’s position as stated in
his essay The Psychology of the Child Archetype, where he claims that “primitive” mentality
differs from the civilized in that conscious thinking has not yet developed. In his words,
“This shows itself in the circumstance that the primitive does not think comsciously, but
that thoughts appear. The primitive cannot assert that he thinks; it is rather that ‘some-
thing thinks in him.”?* With this superorganic notion of abstractions operating indepen-
dently in men’s minds, one is not surprised to find Jung claim “The primitive mentality
does not invent myths, it experiences them.”*! The human in this view is merely a passive
unthinking vehicle through which archetypal myth material is transmitted. Frankly, it is
extremely difficult to imagine any folklorist who had ever collected folklore in the field
arguing along these lines. Informants certainly vary with respect to sensitivity and to the
amount of insight they may have into the nature of their folklore, but it is surely an error to
assume that folklore is learned and passed on in a totally mechanical, unreflective manner.
By the same token, it is probably fair to say that, the majority of taletellers have not ever
bothered to articulate the structural rules or epic laws governing the composition of their
narratives. It is not so much that they could not do so, but more likely that they have little
interest in doing so. It is enough to tell and enjoy a folktale without speculating at length
about its compositional (and psychological) devices. Finally, since structural analysts are
themselves humans and hence members of one or more folk groups, it is clear that humans
are capable of selfconsciously examining the structure of their folkloristic creations.

The idea that myths and other genres of folklore can operate in men’s minds without
humans being aware of the fact is part of a much larger unfortunate tendency in folk-
loristics. I refer to the pervasiveness of superorganic thinking in folklore theory. In essence,
this tendency divides folklore into folk and lore with the emphasis decidedly upon the
lore. As a result, the folk are ignored. Folklore is studied as though it has little or noth-
ing to do with people. Such notions as automigration in which tales (rather than people)
migrate or the law of self-correction (that tales correct themselves), or the concept of zers-
ingen according to which the very process of folklore performance is deemed destructive
which is thought to result in the eventual degeneration of folklore over time, are all exam-
ples of superorganic principles or laws of folkloristics which are presumed to operate inde-
pendently of human emotion and volition.

I am convinced that it is this unmitigated penchant for superorganic, “folk/ess” theory
and methodology which has led to the great interest in structuralism in European folk-
loristic circles. With structuralism, folklorists are free to continue to concentrate upon text
and text alone. Just as the comparative method treated texts wrenched from contexts, so
structuralism could be applied to these same texts. Although old fashioned comparativists
may have initially distrusted structuralism because of its synchronic bias (and its apparent
cavalier disregard of diachronic factors), it soon became obvious to text-oriented folklor-
ists that structuralism was a method which could be applied to the same kinds of archive
materials previously utilized in comparative studies. Instead of determining subtypes and
plotting charts of tale diffusion, researchers could begin to chop up texts into their sup-
posed component parts. With structuralism as with the comparative method, it was not
necessary to consider the storytelling process, or the relationship of tale content to the per-
sonalities of tale tellers and their audience.

If we think of the taletelling process as involving 1. a tale teller, 2. the tale text, and
3. the audience, we can see that both the comparative method and structuralism tend to
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disregard everything except the tale text. This is too bad inasmuch as it is clear that folk-
lorists need to study the performance aspects of tale telling, the personal esthetics of the
tale teller, and the nature of the understanding of the folktale by different members of the
audience. There has been little concrete discussion in the folkloristics literature on pre-
cisely what different members of an audience understand by a given item of folklore even
though it is clear that the same item of folklore may mean very different things to differ-
ent listeners. In terms of a simple communications model, the scholarship has been largely
concerned with the encoding of the message so to speak by the sender or originator (e.g.,
the oral-formulaic theory) and the message itself (e.g., all the text-oriented theories and
methods). Relatively little research has been devoted to the process of decoding the mes-
sage, that is, the intricacies of the listener’s perceptions and understandings of the mes-
sage. One would think that the investigation of audiences and their different understand-
ings (and misunderstandings) of folklore communication events is a likely area for future
research. If Lévi-Strauss is correct when he says that myths (and by implication other folk-
lore genres) operate in men’s minds without their being aware of the fact, then it is obvious
that the central question of what a tale-teller and his audience conscionsly understand when
a tale is told could not possibly be answered by structural analysis.

A related theoretical issue in considering structuralism and folklore concerns uni-
versalism. Are there universal structures? Or are structures limited to particular culture
arcas or individual cultures? Or are there structures peculiar to one particular folklore
item? One finds studies labeled structural in which there is a single text analyzed. On the
other hand, Lévi-Strauss speaks of mythical thought in general which he claims “always
works from the awareness of oppositions towards their progressive mediation.” The
implication is clearly that this alleged characteristic of mythic thought is as widespread
as myth itself. Propp’s morphological description of the fairy tale is based upon Russian
materials, but since most if not all of the tales in the corpus are international tale types,
one may well assume that Propp’s analysis holds (with some variation) for at least all Indo-
European Mirchen. Part of the difficulty here is really a question in genre theory. Are
folklore genres universal or at least cross-cultural? Is there a riddle structure which will be
manifest wherever riddles exist? Or are there different riddle structures for different riddle
traditions in different cultures?

This brings us to the role of structuralism with respect to identifying oicotypes. Either
there will be locally popular structural patterns and thus structural oicotypes or the iden-
tification of cross-cultural structural patterns will greatly assist researchers in concen-
trating upon local oicotypical content differences within a common structural frame. In
other words, there may be types of a structural nature or oicotypes of content. The point
is that whether a folklorist employs the comparative method or structuralism, he or she
is concerned with 1. defining similarities, and 2. delineating differences. I should like to
stress that it is possible to discover hypothetical oicotypes through either the comparative
method or structural analysis. Ideally, both methods should be employed. If one under-
takes a full-fledged historic-geography study of a single tale type, one could well discover
a subtype or form of the tale peculiar to a given cultural area. However, on the basis of
a single local form of only one tale type, one would not really have sufficient evidence
to support a claim of having isolated an oicotype. One would need to have historic-geo-
graphic studies of other tale types which showed the same or similar local forms of those
tales before one could comfortably assume that an oicotype had been discovered. The dif-
ficulty is that not that many tales in the Aarne-Thompson canon have been subjected to a
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comprehensive historic-geographic monographic treatment. Thus a cautious scholar com-
mitted only to the comparative method in folkeale studies might feel it was premature to
search for potential oicotypes by making a “comparative study of comparative studies” of
folktales. Here is where structural analysis can be of considerable assistance. If a folklor-
ist undertakes a structural analysis of even a single text from a given culture, and if he or
she is successful in articulating the structural pattern, he or she may in fact have isolated a
pattern which is oicotypical. For a structural analysis, one does not need the thousands or
at any rate hundreds of versions of a single tale type so essential for a historic-geographic
study. So long as the one text were representative (and admittedly some additional texts
of the tale would be necessary to determine this), the structural analysis might be useful.
If a structural pattern were discerned, one would then seek to discover if the identical pat-
tern were to be found in other tale types. This could be accomplished in a matter of days
rather than the years it takes to complete even a single historic-geographic study. If a con-
sistent structural pattern were identified in this way—as I believe I have demonstrated in
the case of the Unsuccessful Repetition pattern in Lithuanian folktales—then an oicotype
may have been discovered. If the delineation of a hypothetical oicotype is accurate, then
it should be theoretically possible to predict in advance what will happen to tales which
are borrowed by the culture in question. I have tried to show, for example, how European
tales have been recast into American Indian structural patterns® and into African struc-
tural patterns.** Comparative studies and structural studies are thus hardly mutually exclu-
sive. To the contrary, these often opposed methods are highly compatible and they may
be mutually supportive. If one located a hypothetical oicotype, one might wish to see if
the same or similar local form were found elsewhere. If it were, this would not necessarily
destroy the value of the initially discovered oicotype. If there are other cultures with a pen-
chant for unsuccessful repetition, that would not invalidate the discovery that Lithuanians
have such an oicotype.”® Admittedly, it is more likely that content rather than structure
will be oicotypical. Structures appear to be cross-cultural (though not necessarily uni-
versal) whereas content seems to be more often than not culturally relative.

I should like to indicate my conviction that structures are not necessarily limited to
single folklore genres. This is not to deny that structural analysis may be useful in defining
genres. Rather it is a question of the possible arbitrariness of genre definitions as well as of
the entire subject matter of folklore itself. If structural patterns are culture-wide phenom-
ena (leaving aside the question of possible universality of such patterns for the moment),
then it would be folly to assume that structural patterns are limited to single genres of
folklore. In this sense, it is misleading for Olrik to claim that the “Law of Three” (das
Gesetz der Dreizabl) is strictly an epic law peculiar to folk literature.?® T have attempted to
show that such a pattern is characteristic of American (and Indo-European) thought in
general.”” This in no way minimizes the value of undertaking structural analyses of folk-
loristic materials. It is precisely because general cultural patterns are so explicit in folk-
loristic materials that makes structural analysis of folklore so important. If we are success-
ful in isolating and describing a structural pattern present in an item or genre of folklore,
we may have provided a useful aid to understanding the nature of the culture at large as
well as the cognitive categories, ideological commitments, and concrete behavior of the
people sharing that culture. For surely one of the goals of structural analysis of folklore
or any other variety of cultural materials (language, written literature, etc.) is to afford
insight into worldview. It is difficult to gain access to the worldview of another culture (or
even to one’s own worldview). But if the identification of structural patterns in folklore
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can be of service in articulating the basic nature of one’s own worldview and the world-
views of others, then the study of folklore would be absolutely indispensable to a better
understanding of humanity.

In evaluating the achievements of Lévi-Strauss and Propp with respect to the above
mentioned issues, we find that Lévi-Strauss is very much concerned with relating struc-
tural patterns to worldview. Propp in contrast, admittedly working at an earlier period and
from more of a literary than an anthropological perspective, tended to study structural
patterns as ends in themselves. To be sure, Lévi-Strauss and Propp are not concerned with
the same types of structural patterns. Propp was primarily interested in identifying the
sequential, continuous or syntagmatic structure of Russian fairy tales. Lévi-Strauss on the
other hand wishes to identify oppositional patterns of discontinuities, or the paradigmatic
structure of myth in general. Lévi-Strauss is perfectly well aware of the sequential structure
of myth; he just doesn’t consider it very important. It is the underlying “schemata” rather
than the “sequences” of myth which interest him. In his words, “The sequences form the
apparent content of the myth; the chronological order in which things happen.”? As soci-
ologists seck latent as opposed to manifest function and as psychoanalysts seck latent as
opposed to manifest content, Lévi-Strauss secks underlying paradigmatic patterns rather
than what he considers to be the apparent, manifest sequential structure. Lévi-Strauss’s
goal is analogous to Chomsky’s search for deep structure as opposed to superficial surface
structure (and perhaps also to Jung’s search for universal archetypes). In his carly essay
on “The Structural Study of Myth,” Lévi-Strauss states (my emphasis), “The myth will be
treated as would be an orchestra score perversely presented as a unilinear series and every-
where our task is to re-establish the correct disposition.” The “perverse” sequential or syn-
tagmatic structure, that is, the narrative structure studied by Propp is clearly not the object
of Lévi-Strauss’s type of structural analysis.

In my opinion, Lévi-Strauss is not analyzing the structure of myth narrative, that is the
compositional structure of myths as narrated, but rather he is analyzing the structure of the
world described in myths. This is a perfectly legitimate intellectual enterprise. It is simply a
different intellectual enterprise from Propp’s attempt to analyze the sequential structure of
Russian fairy tales. The difference is thus between the structure of myth as a narrative genre
and the structure of the image of reality depicted in the world defined by the myth. Propp
is concerned with the structure of a continuum, of continuities; Lévi-Strauss is concerned
with the structural pattern of discontinuities. Since Lévi-Strauss is trying to identify oppo-
sitional paradigms in the world described in myth, he does not choose to be limited by the
chronological order in which elements of the paradigm occur in a given narrative. If high/
low, night/day, male/female, etc. instances occur anywhere in the narrative, Lévi-Strauss
feels free to extrapolate them and re-order them in his delineations of the paradigm.
Moreover, since it is the world described in myth rather than any one myth itself which is
of interest, Lévi-Strauss is not limited to the data contained in a single myth (or even of
myths of a single culture). Any data in any myth can be used comparatively to illuminate
different exemplifications of the oppositional paradigm. In effect, Lévi-Strauss’s method-
ology in Mythologiques is as much a tour de force of the comparative method (though not
exactly the historic-geographic variety!) as it is of structuralism. In any event, whether one
prefers Lévi-Strauss’s paradigmatic brand of structural analysis to Propp’s syntagmatic or
not, one must applaud his attempt to relate the structural patterns he discerns to the soci-
ety (and world) at large. For instance, Lévi-Strauss often tries to show how the pattern he
finds in myth is isomorphic with kinship among other patterns in the culture.
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For all Lévi-Strauss’s interest in demonstrating the widespread nature of binary oppo-
sitional structures, he makes relatively little use of the total range of folklore genres. Here
one must keep in mind that despite Lévi-Strauss’s extended analyses of myth, he is really
not a folklorist. Rather, he is like so many anthropologists and philosophers inasmuch
as he tends to restrict his research with folkloristic materials to myth alone, or any rate
to folk narrative since some of the items he treats are folk-tales rather than myths. It was
Kongis and Maranda in Structural Models in Folklore who first drew attention to the pos-
sible extension of Lévi-Strauss’s analysis of myth to other genres of folklore. On the other
hand, the notion of the centrality of opposition to folkloristic genres was quite clearly
stated by Danish folklorist Axel Olrik as one of his epic laws, namely the Law of Contrast
(das Gesetz des Gegensatzes) in the first decade of the twentieth century. The point is that
it would appear that oppositions are just as important in the structure of riddles and prov-
erbs as in the structure of myth. Oppositions are equally prominent in other genres.

In some cases, actual oppositions in nature or at least what is perceived as an opposi-
tion may be the subject of folklore. For example, Kuusi has masterfully demonstrated the
vast distribution of traditional descriptions of what various peoples say on those occa-
sions when sunshine and rain occur at the same time, e.g., the devil is beating his wife.
The simultancous occurrence of sunshine and rain is surely understood as an instance
of opposition. Sometimes, oppositions in nature are imagined as is commonly the case
in locutions for never such as “When water runs uphill.”* Consider the following auto-
graph book verse:

When roses bloom in winter,

And the snowflakes fall in June;

When the sun shines at midnight,

And the moon shines at noon;

When the waters cease their flowing,

And two times two are ten;

When joy is sorrow and today is tomorrow,
Maybe I'll forget you then.

There is surely no dearth of examples of opposition in folklore. Sometimes an opposition
in nature, so to speak, is used as a model for a would-be opposition in culture. For exam-
ple, the fact that hens occasionally crow like roosters has been used by the folk in the fol-
lowing way:

A whistling maid and a crowing hen
Are neither fit for gods nor men.

In this instance, we find male chauvinism making use of the opposition to recommend that
women restrict themselves to socially defined women’s roles and behavior. A maid who
whistles (like a boy) is by analogy depicted as being as unnatural as a hen which crows (like
arooster). I might mention parenthetically that male chauvinism in folklore is not limited
to denying women the right to assume male roles or practice activities normally associ-
ated with males. Male chauvinism also includes men usurping roles or activities normally
associated with women. These oppositions are not challenged. The most obvious exam-
ple concerns the ability to bear children. From the creation of Eve from Adam’s rib and
Noah’s building his ark to float around for approximately nine months right down to mod-
ern folklore, we find countless instances of males denying female procreativity and in fact
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appropriating such activity for themselves. Patriarchal societies evidently needed male cre-
ation narratives to bolster their sense of male superiority. Modern examples might include
a male rotund Santa Claus who delivers packages clown the chimney, the male stork who
explicitly delivers babies down the same chimney, and finally the male easter bunny who
brings eggs—eggs being clearly associated with females. Whereas the would-be attempt of
women to act like men (as in whistling) is singled out for scorn, there is no comparable
conscious criticism of men’s usurpation of the female childbearing role in either narrative
or custom (e. g, couvade).

It is casy to think of hundreds of examples of the occurrence of oppositions in folk-
lore for as Olrik observed such opposition constitutes a major rule of epic composition.”
Hero-villain, trickster-dupe would be examples of individual characters in opposition, but
sometimes the opposition is contained in a single character. Half-man/half-animal, e.g., a
mermaid, or similar combinations of god and man or god and animal would be examples.
The wise fool who commonly combines folly and wisdom and who may confuse the literal
and the metaphorical would be another. Indeed, a wise fool of the Hodja variety is a veri-
table walking oxymoron. Perhaps the prime illustration of the centrality of opposition or
paradox in folklore would be virgin birth.

In view of this, it is tempting to argue that all folklore, not just myth, consists of form-
ingand attempting to resolve oppositions. The oppositions may concern life/ death, good/
evil, truth/falsehood, love/hate, innocence/guilt, male/female, man/god, large/small,
child/adult, etc. If pleasure truly does depend upon the reduction of tension, then one
of the reasons why folklore gives pleasure is because it reduces the tensions it creates by
resolving oppositions. In folk-tales, the paradoxical tasks, e.g., carrying water in a sieve, are
invariably solved by the hero or heroine. The apparent contradiction in oppositional rid-
dles is always resolved by the answer to the riddle. In proverbs, the formation of the oppo-
sition may itself be an answer or response to a question posed in life, e.g., “The longest way
round is the shortest way found” suggests that what appears to be the longer path may
in fact be the most direct and efficient. This is analogous to the modest choice motif (L
211) in which the worst looking casket proves to be the best choice. The same opposition
between appearance and reality is common in proverbs, e.g., “Good things come in small
packages” or “Never judge a book by its cover.”

A recognition of the oppositional structure of so much of folklore makes it easier to
understand the different functional contexts of folklore. Van Gennep in his classic 7he
Rites of Passage made one of the first structural studies of folklore. One does not always
think of Van Gennep as a structuralist, but his own statement of purpose clearly identifies
him as such. “The purpose of this book is altogether different. Our interest lies not in the
particular rites but in their essential significance and their relative positions within cere-
monial wholes—that is, their order.” As all folklorists know, Van Gennep identified a syn-
tagmatic structural pattern of separation, transition, and incorporation. In his words, “The
underlying arrangement is always the same. Beneath a multiplicity of forms, either con-
sciously expressed or merely implied, a typical pattern always recurs: the pattern of the rites
of passage.”* This is unquestionably a structuralist perspective. I would add that changes of
state or status imply transition between two opposed categories. Thus funerals are transi-
tions from life to death; weddings are transitions from unmarried to married (and also res-
olutions of oppositions between two family units, one of the bride and one of the groom).
Giving birth to a child makes one a parent. All these critical life crises are marked by folk-
lore. Folklore tends to cluster around times of anxiety be it in the individual life cycle or
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the calendrical cycle of the entire community. (The transition from winter to spring of
course involves another opposition, from death to life). In view of this one might go so far
as to argue that it is in part the oppositional nature of much of folklore which makes it so
appropriate for such critical times. For example, I have suggested that one reason why rid-
dles might be told at wakes is that answering oppositional riddles might provide a micro-
cosm of the desire to resolve the opposition between the living and the dead at a funeral
rite.”® Similarly, I have suggested that one reason why riddles are used so often in court-
ship rituals might be because of their oppositional structure.** In exogamous societies, the
bride and groom must be unrelated. The marriage qua ritual essentially relates two individ-
uals who were previously unrelated. Riddles, structurally speaking, may provide a model
for this event. The descriptive elements in opposition make it appear that the elements are
unrelated. The answer to the riddle succeeds in eliminating the apparent contradiction and
unites the elements in harmony. If this explanation is at all valid, then structural analysis
can be seen as a useful tool for anyone who wishes to explain why a given genre or item of
folklore is used precisely when it is. If the structure of an item of folklore can be shown to
be isomorphic with the structure of the specific context in which that item occurs, then we
may have advanced considerably in our understanding of folkloristic phenomena and how
such phenomena function.

The point which is crucial is that structural analysis is not an end in itself. It is only a
means to an end, that end being a better understanding of the nature of human beings,
or at least of a particular society of humans. The possible if not probable universality of
binary opposition in folklore may suggest that structural analysis may not, after all, be very
useful in defining genres or revealing cultural differences. That is a legitimate criticism
of any universal principle. It is equally true of Frazer’s laws or principles of sympathetic
magic. If homeopathic magic is universal, then it cannot be used to differentiate one cul-
ture from another. However, by the same token, the existence of universal structural prin-
ciples would in no way preclude culturally relative content analyses. The universal princi-
ple is one thing; its concrete manifestation in one or more specific cultural contexts may be
another. For example, in American wedding ritual, the bride throws a bouquet of flowers
to her bridesmaids. This can be understood as a homeopathic articulation of her willing-
ness or wish to be deflowered. (‘The bridesmaid who catches the bouquet is said to be the
next to marry which would be an exemplification of contagious magic.) The issue here is
not necessarily the validity of this interpretation so much as the fact that it was the appli-
cation of a universal principle, that of homeopathic magic, which provided the clue for
a symbolic explanation of why a particular item of folklore, in this case, a custom, was
appropriate in a given context. In the same way, the slipping of a circular ring over an out-
stretched finger provides a homeopathic model for the sexual consummation of the mar-
riage. ('The fact that it is the groom who places the ring on the bride’s finger suggests that
marriage provides sanctioned access to or control over the genitals of one’s spouse.) Some
conservative folklorists may object to such symbolic interpretations of wedding customs,
but whether it is throwing rice (seed, semen) to wish homeopathically (and contagiously)
the newlyweds a fertile union or whether in Jewish weddings it is the groom’s breaking a
glass (virginity) with his foot, the appropriateness of such ritual behavior in such a con-
text seems clear enough. Again, the correctness or incorrectness of the interpretation is
not the issue. Rather it is the possibility of utilizing a universal organizing principle, in this
instance, homeopathic magic, to explain a particular piece of folkloristic behavior. (In this
context, we can understand the outbreak of “streaking,” running naked, that is, uncovered,
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in a public place as in part a symbolic statement of social protest against the “cover-up” of
the Watergate political scandal of the early 19707%s.)

Not all structural analysis claims universality. Propp’s morphology used only Russian
materials and there is no reason to assume universality without so much as testing a given
structural formulation against materials from a large sampling of cultures. But even if
Propp’s morphology applies only to Russian culture (or to Indo-European cultures as it
most probably does), the question of the meaning of Propp’s analysis remains unanswered.
Propp convincingly demonstrated the syntagmatic structure of European Mirchen, but
he did not say very much about the meaning of the pattern he delineated. Admittedly,
structural analysis is objective or at least it is supposed to be whereas the interpretation of
a structural pattern is subjective. Yet without interpretation, structural analysis can be just
as trivial and sterile as motif and tale type identification. It is not enough to identify or
describe, though description is a necessary first step. Structural analysis without interpre-
tation is little more than a form of academic gamesmanship in which the construction of
some more or less abstruse model is seen as the ultimate goal. What then is the significance
of Propp’s morphology? How does the pattern he described in such exemplary detail relate
to Russian or European culture as a whole?

If we apply Van Gennep’s structural pattern to Propp’s morphology, we can see that
functions 1-11 constitute a sequence of separation. Function 1, One of the members of a
family absents himself from home, to function 11, The hero leaves home, seem to describe
the break up or departure from one’s natal family. Function 15, The hero is transferred,
delivered, or led to the whereabouts of an object of search, to function 31, The hero is mar-
ried and ascends the throne, might be said to constitute a sequence of incorporation. The
incorporation involves the formation of a new family unit (through marriage). In terms of
Van Gennep’s scheme of analysis, the crucial transitional sequence would be Propp’s func-
tions 12 through 14, the donor sequence. It is the donor, often encountered in an area
between the hero’s homeland and the other land, who makes it possible for him to succeed
in his quest. If the fairy tale is in part an account of a marriage quest, then the donor figure
may be serving the role of a matchmaker.

The difficulty the hero or heroine has in leaving home may reflect the comparable
difficulties one encounters in life in leaving home. Similarly, the even greater obstacles
encountered in the other land from the eventual spouse’s family may also be accurate in
terms of the problems which need to be solved whenever an individual moves in to live
with his or her in-laws. The transition from childhood to adulthood and its successful
completion through marriage may thus be one of the primary subjects of fairytales. From
tales, children may be expected to learn that one must leave the security of one’s initial
home to find a suitable spouse. Whether one brings a spouse home or stays on to live in
the spouse’s land would simply reflect the different possibilities of postnuptial residence,
e.g., patrilocal or matrilocal.

I do not wish to be misconstrued as believing that fairytales reflect only normal every-
day ordinary life. Fairytales are fantasy, one must remember. They are very much analo-
gous to dreams. If being asleep and being awake are in opposition, then dreams are inter-
mediate. One is asleep, but one imagines one is awake. So in a similar manner, the fairytale
takes place once upon a time, outside of normal time and space, but it is told as though it
were reality, in real time and space. (To the extent that dreams are inevitably narrated, they
often take on the appearance of folktales. Whereas some scholars have argued that dreams
are the source of folktales, I see no reason for assuming that any one clement of culture is



138 The Meaning of Folklore

necessarily logically prior to any other element of culture. It is equally possible that pat-
terns of dream narrative are in fact derived from folktales. It would be interesting to apply
Propp’s morphology, for example, to dreams of individuals from Indo-European cultures
to see the extent, if any, to which dream structure resembles fairytale structure.)

My own view of fairytales is that they express child-parent conflicts and also sibling
rivalry. Boys conquer large male rivals (giants, dragons) while girls outwit large female
rivals (stepmothers, witches) as well as evil brothers or sisters. Ambivalence towards par-
ents is suggested by the fact that the donor figure and the villain may be the same sex. In
Cinderella, the heroine may be helped by a cow or fairy godmother while she is hindered
by a wicked stepmother. Similarly, in male centered fairytales, the donor figure and the
villain may both be male, suggesting a son’s ambivalence towards his father. To the extent
that the so-called Freudian family romance may be reflected in fairytales, I believe it would
be a mistake to think that fairytales were no more than fictionalized accounts from the
old, natal family to the new, conjugal family. The point is simply that Propp’s morphology
makes it possible to speculate about the significance of fairytales in new ways.

It is precisely this possibility of seeing folklore in new ways which makes structural
analysis worthwhile. Let me give another example. In comparing the morphology of
North American Indian tales and European tales, I drew attention to the number of
motifemes which intervened between the members of a motifeme pair such as Lack and
Lack Liquidated.? Specifically, I suggested that American Indian folktales had a lesser
motifemic depth than European tales. In Propp’s morphology, there arc many functions
which may occur between 8a and 19, Lack and Liquidation of the Lack. Cumulative
tales®® also reflect comparable motifemic depth insofar as the initial lack may be separated
from final liquidation by a whole series of intervening pairs of lacks and liquidations of
those lacks. I failed to say, however, that the greater motifemic depth of European tales
might reflect an important principle of European culture and that is the whole notion of
deferred gratification or reward. I have since analyzed the future orientation in American
worldview in these terms and I even suggested that the popularity of the shaggy dog story
in which an excessively long buildup to what is usually regarded as a disappointing punch
line is essentially a metacultural parody of this worldview principle.’” The practice of liv-
ing for the future either the immediate future or for life in the next world is made fun of in
the shaggy dog story insofar as it is implied that the reward is never worth the long wait.
The shaggy dog story builds expectations only to deny them in contrast to fairytales and
cumulative tales in which expectations are almost always fulfilled. What is important in
the present context is that the structure of narrative is closely related to principles or ele-
ments of world-view.

We may hope that the rewards of structural analysis will not be long deferred. As more
and more structural analyses of folklore genres and items are undertaken, we stand to gain
more and more insight into both folklore and folk. It is not enough to collect and clas-
sify folklore. Nor is it sufficient to carry out structural analyses without interpretation.
Structural studies, like comparative studies, should be the jumping off points for interpre-
tation. For example, it is not enough to analyze the structure of the game of Chinese chess
or even to compare its traits with European chess. What folklorists should be interested in
is establishing the existence of oicotypes and the relationships of oicotypes to such matters
as national character, ideology, and worldview. Thus in Chinese chess, it is such details as
the lack of a queen among the chess pieces which is of particular interest. The male bias in
Chinese social organization (where women are expected to be servile, obedient, and to stay
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out of men’s way) is clearly reflected in Chinese chess. Actually, Chinese chess is almost
certainly an older form than European chess. So the addition of the powerful queen and
the presence of a relatively weak king in European chess should be of interest to students of
European family structure, especially in view of the psychoanalytic interpretation of chess
according to which the object of the game is to put the opposing king (father) in jeopardy/
check so that he cannot move (impotence?), often by using one’s own queen (mother)
effectively.”® Regardless of whether or not the term “checkmate” does derive from the

» <«

Persian words “shah” “mat” (the king is dead), it is curious that the English words strongly
suggest suppressing a “mate,” perhaps the mate of the opponent’s queen. The relevance
of checking a queen’s mate in the light of the Oedipus complex according to which one
wishes to eliminate the father in order to have one’s mother to oneself ought to be obvi-
ous enough. It is probably no accident that the addition of the queen in chess occurred at
approximately the same time in history (eleventh or twelfth century) as the emergence of
the Madonna complex in southern Europe.

The interpretation of the structural features need not, of course, be psychoanalytic. That
is simply my own personal bias. I believe that structural analysis can facilitate all kinds of
different modes of interpretation. Again, in Chinese chess, the equivalent of pawns, that is,
soldiers, can move to the eighth rank at the opposite end of the board. However, whereas
pawns in European chess can be transformed into queens or other powerful pieces, the
pawns in Chinese chess must remain pawns. The possible implications with respect to dif-
ferences in patterns of social mobility are clear. The analogy for folktale study is simply
that we must go beyond the comparative listing of motifs and traits in different cultural
arcas. We must not stop with structural descriptions of Russian fairytales. We must make
attempts to interpret the meanings (and I use the plural advisedly) of folklore. It is not
enough to say that folklore is a mirror of a culture. We must try to see what it is that folk-
lore reflects.

I believe it is through structural analysis that we may best view the reflection afforded
by folklore. First we need rigorous structural descriptions of the kind provided by Bouissac
for the lion tamer’s act in the circus, but we also need interpretative studies showing how
the structural patterns provide metaphors for the culture at large, studies such as Geertz’s
brilliant analyses of Javanese shadow puppet plays® and the Balinese cockfight.* It would
be possible, for example, to describe the structure of a Spanish or Mexican bull fight in a
manner similar to Bouissac’s superb account of circus acts, but if the analysis failed to relate
the struggle between man and bull to Spanish and Mexican norms of masculinity, it would
be insufficient. In the bullfight, there is a battle to see who penetrates whom. The matador
tries to place his sword in the bull (after allowing the bull to make many passes) while the
bull presumably is trying to gore the matador. The loser, the one penetrated, is emasculated
or feminized. If the matador is particularly brilliant, he may be awarded various extremi-
ties of the bull, e.g., the ears, hooves, tail, etc. which suggests the complete humiliation of
the bull. Whether the bull is a father symbol or simply another male, the battle represents
the matador’s attempt to demonstrate in public his masculine prowess at the expense of
another male, a pattern which is also to be found in verbal duelingamong adolescent males
throughout the Mediterranean area.*

In sum, I would say that structural analysis is but one of the methodological techniques
available to folklorists. In combination with the comparative method, it can be used to
define genres and identify oicotypes. After rigorous structural descriptions, the folklorists
may be better able to see how folklore contains and communicates the central metaphors
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of a society. The analysis and interpretation of these patterns of metaphors should provide
unrivalled insights into the worldview and behavior of peoples everywhere.
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Postscript

Binary Opposition in Myth:
The Propp/Lévi-Strauss Debate in Retrospect

INn 1928, RUSSIAN FOLKLORIST VLADIMIR Propp published his pathbreak-
ing Morphology of the Folktale in a limited printing of only 1600 copies (Bravo 1972:45).
In his Morphology, Propp delineated a syntagmatic sequence of thirty-one functions
which he claimed defined the Russian fairy tale (Aarne-Thompson tale types 300-
749). Unfortunately, the few Western scholars who read Russian and Propp’s important
monograph had little impact upon the direction of folk narrative study. Only famed lin-
guist Roman Jakobson in his 1945 folkloristic commentary for the Pantheon edition of
Afanasev’s Russian Fairy Tales referred to Propp’s research in a brief summary of his find-
ings (1945:640-641). It was not until Professor Thomas A. Sebeok of Indiana University
arranged for an English translation of Propp’s Morphology in 1958 that Propp’s remark-
able analysis became accessible to Western folklorists (cf. Breymayer 1972; Bremond and
Verrier 1982; and Cardigos 1996:33-36, but see Chistov 1986:9).

Three years earlier, French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss had responded favor-
ably to an invitation issued by the same Professor Sebeok who was then the editor of
the Journal of American Folklore to participate in a symposium on myth. (Among oth-
ers in that symposium were David Bidney, Richard M. Dorson, Reidar Th. Christiansen,
Lord Raglan, and Stith Thompson.) Lévi-Strauss’s paper, entitled “The Structural Study
of Myth” which initiated a veritable flood of “structural” enterprises, was written with-
out any knowledge of Propp’s Morphology. The 1955 JAF issue was published as a sepa-
rate book under the title Myth: A Symposium in 1958, the same year Propp’s Morphology
appeared in English.

In his essay, Lévi-Strauss contended “that mythical thought always works from the
awareness of oppositions towards their progressive mediation” and further that “the
purpose of myth is to provide a logical model capable of overcoming a contradiction”
(1955:440, 443). Lévi-Strauss has persisted in his “definition” of myth or mythical thought.
In The Naked Man, the final volume of the four-volume Mythologiques, in a chapter enti-
tled “Binary Operators,” he has this to say of “mythemes,” his neologism intended to refer
to basic units of myth: “Of course, all mythemes of whatever kind, must, generally speak-
ing, lend themselves to binary operations, since such operations are an inherent feature of
the means invented by nature to make possible the functioning of language and thought”
(1981:559). To be sure, Lévi-Strauss is well aware that he has been “accused” of “overusing”
“the notion of binary opposition” (1995:185).

Like Propp, Lévi-Strauss had proposed aformula for the structure of narrative, but unlike
Propp, his formula was totally algebraic involving “functions” and “terms” (1955:442;
for a discussion of the formula, see Mosko 1991). Whereas Propp had extrapolated his
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thirty-one function sequence from the linear order of events recounted in his 100 fairy
tale corpus, Lévi-Strauss sought to discover what he felt was the underlying paradigm (of
oppositions). Lévi-Strauss did recognize the “order” of events as presented in narrative as
told, but he elected to ignore that “order.” In his terms, “The myth will be treated as would
be an orchestra score perversely presented as a unilinear series and where our task is to re-
establish the correct disposition” (1955:432, my empbhasis). The use of the descriptive label
“perversely” seemed to suggest that the linear sequential order (utilized by Propp) was an
obstacle to be overcome by Lévi-Strauss in his efforts to arrive at the supposed underlying
paradigm. As Champagne puts it, “Lévi-Strauss regards such linear, sequential forms as
obvious and superficial” (1995:42).

Lévi-Strauss is certainly cognizant of the difference between syntagmatic and paradig-
matic structure (1988:205). Moreover, throughout his four volume Mythologigues series,
Lévi-Strauss repeatedly denigrates the sequential syntagmatic while at the same time prais-
ing the virtues of the paradigmatic. In The Raw and the Cooked, the first of the Mythologiques
volumes, Lévi-Strauss claims that a detail of one myth which is “absurd on the syntagmatic
level” becomes “coherent from the paradigmatic point of view” (1969:253). Again and
again, the syntagmatic context is summarily dismissed. In speaking of another myth, Lévi-
Strauss argues, “If we consider only the syntagmatic sequence—that is, the unfolding of
the story—it appears incoherent and very arbitrary in construction” (1969:306), and he
proceeds to generalize, “Considered purely in itself, every syntagmatic sequence must be
looked upon as being without meaning,” and the only solution involves “replacinga syntag-
matic sequence by a paradigmatic sequence” (1969:307). Interestingly enough, although
Lévi-Strauss’s methodology wears the trappings of structuralism, his actual method is a
form, an idiosyncratic form to be sure, of the comparative method. It is through compari-
son with one or more other myths (not always cognates!) that the elusive meaning of a
myth text can be “revealed.” Lévi-Strauss is explicit on this point: “Finally, one detail in the
Bororo myth that remained incomprehensible when viewed from the angle of syntagmati-
cal relations, becomes clear when compared to a corresponding detail in the Kayapo myth”
(1969:210, my empbhasis). In this case, it is a Kayapo text which purportedly illuminates
a Bororo text, but the comparison can go either way: “The Kayapo-Kubenkranken ver-
sion (M8) contains a detail that in itself is unintelligible and that can only he elucidated
by means of the Bororo myth, M55” (1969:131). So although Lévi-Strauss is essentially
known as a structuralist, the empirical fact is that he is much more of a comparativist than
a structuralist.

Lévi-Strausss methodology is consistent and explicit: “By dividing the myth into
sequences not always clearly indicated by the plot, and by relating each sequence to para-
digmatic sets capable of giving them a meaning, we eventually found ourselves in a posi-
tion to define the fundamental characteristics of a myth . . .” (1979:199). Sometimes the
comparative paradigm could come from within the same culture as the original myth;
sometimes from without. “While the episode of Moon appears to be nonmotivated in the
syntagmatic chain of the Thompson myth considered alone, it finds its place again in a par-
adigmatic ensemble as a permutation when related to other myths of these same Indians”
(1955:140n) but alternatively the range of Lévi-Strauss’s comparative method can be large,
so large that he is willing to compare a South American Indian myth with possible cog-
nates in North America to find meaning. Speaking of an episode in his “Tucuna reference
myth,” Lévi-Strauss has this to say: “This episode which cannot be interpreted according
to the syntagmatic sequence, and on which South American mythology as a whole fails to
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shed any light, can only be elucidated by reference to a paradigmatic system drawn from
North American mythology” (1979:17).

In 1959, Lévi-Strauss was appointed to the prestigious chair of Social Anthropology
at the College de France and for his inaugural lecture, he chose a Tsimshian narrative
reported by Franz Boas to analyze. His analysis of “La Geste d’Asdiwal” was a brilliant tour
de force revealing four distinct levels of binary oppositions: geographic (e.g., east vs. west),
cosmological (e.g., upper world vs. lower world), economic (land-hunting vs. sea-hunt-
ing), and sociological (e.g., patrilocal residence vs. matrilocal residence). Again, there is no
reference to Propp in his Asdiwal essay which was published in the Annuaire, 1958-1959,
Ecole pratique des hautes études, Section des sciences religieuses.

By 1960, Lévi-Strauss had definitely read Propp’s Morphology. We know this because
in that year, he published an extensive review of it. Appearing initially in the Cabiers de
Uinstitut des Sciences Economiques Appliquées as “La structure et la forme. Rélexions sur un
ouvrage de Vladimir Propp,” it was also printed as “L'analyse morphologique des contes
russes” in volume III of the International Journal of Slavic Linguistics and Poetics. In his
review, Lévi-Strauss duly praised Propp for being an innovator ahead of his time, but he
also criticized Propp’s analysis. A sample of the praise reads: “The most striking aspect of
Propp’s work is the power with which it anticipated further developments. Those among
us who first approached the structural analysis of oral literature around 1950, without
direct knowledge of Propp’s attempts a quarter of a century earlier, recognize there, to their
amazement, formulae—sometimes even whole sentences—that they know well enough
they have not borrowed from him. . .. [There] are so many intuitions, whose perspicacity
and prophetic character arouse our admiration. They earn for Propp the devotion of all
those who, unknown to themselves, were his followers” (Lévi-Strauss in Propp 1984:175).
However, it is with one of the primary criticisms of Propp by Lévi-Strauss that we are pres-
ently concerned.

Lévi-Strauss faults Propp for analyzing wondertales. For, according to Lévi-Strauss,
“Tales are constructed on weaker oppositions than those found in myths” (Propp 1984:176;
cf. Cardigos 1996:34). In this context, Lévi-Strauss claims that “the tale lends itself imper-
fectly to structural analysis. . . . Should he [Propp] not rather have used myths” instead
(1984:177)2 Lévi-Strauss then goes on to give his guess as to why Propp did not use myths.
“As he is not an ethnologist, one can suppose that he had no access to or control over myth-
ological material collected by him and among peoples known to him” (1984:177).

The idea that a professional folklorist, a professor of folklore, did not know enough
about myths to analyze them is, of course, preposterous, and it should come as no surprise
to learn that Propp upon reading Lévi-Strauss’s review was insulted by the insinuation
that he knew nothing about myth. Stung by Lévi-Strauss’s criticism, Propp wrote a strong
rebuttal which appeared first in the 1966 Italian translation of his Morphology immedi-
ately following the Lévi-Strauss review. (Propp’s Morphology has had an enormous impact
in Italy [cf. de Meijer 1982].) Lévi-Strauss, however, was given the last word in the form
of a brief postscript in which he expressed or perhaps feigned surprise at Propp’s anger.
He had meant, he averred, only to offer “a homage” to a pioneering effort—although it is
noteworthy that Lévi-Strauss has continued to avoid making any mention of Propp in any
of his many writings on myth and structure. Lévi-Strauss’s original review, Propp’s rebut-
tal, and Lévi-Strauss’s postscript are available in English translation in Propp’s Theory and
History of Folklore, a selection of Propp’s essays published by the University of Minnesota
Press in 1984. (It is a pity that Propp’s footnotes to his rebuttal did not appear in the
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Minnesota Press translation, especially the one that referred to The Morphology of North
American Indian Folktales!)

In his rebuttal, “The Structural and Historical Study of the Wondertale,” Propp first
thanks the Italian publisher Einaudi for inviting him to write a rejoinder to Lévi-Strauss’s
review. He then observed that Lévi-Strauss has an important advantage inasmuch as he is
a philosopher whereas Propp is merely an empiricist (1984:68). Propp replies that he will
not dwell on the logic of such an argument as “since the author does not know myths, he
studies wondertales,” but it is clear that he does not think much of it. “No scholar can be
forbidden to do one thing and urged to do another,” he comments. The interested reader
should consult the full texts of the debate for all the nuances and facets of the arguments
on both sides. Here one may note that Propp in turn critiqued Lévi-Strauss’s “re-write” of
Propp’s thirty-one function scheme by saying, “My model corresponds to what was mod-
cled and is based on a study of data, whereas the model Lévi-Strauss proposes does not
correspond to reality and is based on logical operations not imposed by the data . .. Lévi-
Strauss carries out his logical operations in total disregard of the material (he is not in the
least interested in the wondertale, nor does he attempt to learn more about it) and removes
the functions from their temporal sequence” (1984:76). As we have already noted in some
detail, Lévi-Strauss would make no apology for “removing” functions from their tempo-
ral sequence. In part, we have the two scholars talking past one another: Propp is con-
cerned with empirically observable sequential structure whereas Lévi-Strauss is interested
in underlying paradigms, typically binary in nature. (My own view is that Lévi-Strauss is
not so much describing the structure of myth as he is the structure of the world described
in myth. That is a significant distinction.)

There is other evidence of Lévi-Strauss’s rather Olympian posture with respect to his
version of “structure” in myth. In the first volume of his magnum opus, The Raw and the
Cooked, he doubts that the natives of central Brazil would have any understanding of “the
systems of interrelations” he finds in their myths. Moreover, he adopts a truly superorganic
position when he says, “I therefore claim to show not how men think in myths, but how
myths operate in men’s minds without their being aware of the fact” (1969:12), a state-
ment strangely reminiscent of Jung’s equally mystical claim in his “The Psychology of the
Child Archetype” essay, . . . the primitive cannot assert that he thinks; it is rather that
something thinks in him!..” (1963:72). Lévi-Strauss appears to reject the Jungian univer-
salistic “archetypal” approach to myth (1969:56; 1995:188), and most writers comparing
Lévi-Strauss and Jung tend to see more differences than similarities (cf. Chang 1984 and
Messer 1986). However, readers can judge the possible parallelism between the two state-
ments cited above for themselves.

In any event, Lévi-Strauss never repudiated his superorganic statement. Indeed, he
is well aware of the Anglo-American attitude towards it. In his 1977 Canadian CBC
series of talks, published as Myth and Meaning, Lévi-Strauss begins by referring to this
very statement: “You may remember that I have written that myths get thought in man
unbeknownst to him. This has been much discussed and even criticized by my English-
speaking colleagues, because their feeling is that, from an empirical point of view, it is an
utterly meaningless sentence. But for me it describes a lived experience, because it says
exactly how I perceive my own relationship to my work. That is, my work gets thought
in me unbeknown to me” (1979:3). Were one to object that Lévi-Strauss’s own thought
should not be compared to myth, one would be obliged to recall Lévi-Strauss’s unabashed
comment about 7he Raw and the Cooked that “. . . this book on myths is itself a kind of
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myth” (1969:6) which upon reflection is entirely consistent with Lévi-Strauss’s contention
that the Freudian reading or interpretation of Oedipus “should be included among the
recorded versions of the Oedipus myth on a par with earlier or seemingly more “authen-
tic” versions” (1955:435).

But this inquiry is not intended to be a full-fledged discussion of either Lévi-Strauss’s
or Propp’s methodologies. (For an initial entree into Lévi-Strauss’s voluminous writings
on myths and the criticism of them, see Lapointe and Lapointe [1977]; for Propp, see
Breyrnayer 1972, Liberman 1984, and Ziel 1995). The aim is to consider only the issue of
binary opposition in myth. Let us assume for the sake of argument that Lévi-Strauss is cor-
rect in his assumption that myths reveal binary oppositions more clearly than do folktales
and that “Tales are constructed on weaker oppositions than those found in myths.”

In his 1955 essay in JAF, what narrative does Lévi-Strauss choose to demonstrate his
version of “structural analysis?” He chooses the story of Oedipus. Now since Lévi-Strauss
is an anthropologist and not a folklorist, he is evidently not all that familiar with the stan-
dard genre definitions of myth, folktale, and legend, distinctions which have been observed
for nearly two centuries ever since the times of the brothers Grimm who devoted separate
major works to cach of these three genres. (For definitions, see Bascom 1965 and Bedker
1965). Suffice it to say that if a myth is a sacred narrative explaining how the world and
humankind came to be in their present form,” then it is perfectly obvious that the story
of Ocdipus is NOT a myth. As folklorists very well know, it is in fact a standard folk-tale,
namely, Aarne-Thompson tale type 931. (The number was assigned by Aarne in his origi-
nal Verzeichnis der Mirchentypen, FFC 3, published in 1910.) So it turns out that Lévi-
Strauss, like Propp, began his analysis of “myth” with a folktale! In the same essay, after
discussing one actual myth, that of the Zuni emergence, he proceeds to talk about “the
trickster of (native) American mythology” and refers to “the mythology of the Plains” cit-
ing “Star Husband” and “Lodge-Boy and Thrown-Away” (1955:440). But these latter allu-
sions are all to folktales, not myths. At least Lévi-Strauss is consistent, that is, consistently
mistaken. In The Origin of Table Manners, the third volume in the Myshologiques series, he
devotes no less than two chapters to the “Star Husband” myth (1979:199-272), this even
though he had read Stith Thompson’s classic study “The Star Husband Za/e” (my empha-
sis). No serious folklorist would label the Star Husband story a myth, but then again Lévi-
Strauss is no folklorist. He refers to Stith Thompson, by the way, as “the eminent m2ythog-
rapher” (1979:19) (again, my emphasis). The fact is that Stith Thompson wrote very little
about myth, preferring instead to concentrate on his beloved folktale! One might well
argue that if Lévi-Strauss insists upon calling folktales such as Star Husband “myths,” he is
perfectly justified in reclassifying Stith Thompson, an acknowledged specialist in the folk-
tale, as a “mythographer” or “mythologist.”

What about the subject of Lévi-Strauss’s inaugural lecture, the story of Asdiwal (which
he cautiously labelled “geste”)? This is not a myth either. If it were believed to be histori-
cally “true” by the Tsimshian, then it would be a legend. If not, it would be a folktale, a
fictional narrative not believed to be any more historical than such Western folktales as
Cinderella or Little Red Riding Hood. In no way is the geste of Asdiwal an account of
how the world or humankind came to be in their present form. It is not a myth by folklor-
istic standards.

And what about the texts, the hundreds of texts, analyzed in the four-volume
Mythologiques and the two later sequels (1988, 1995)? Are they all myths? The initial nar-
rative discussed, “The Macaws and their Nest” is a Bororo version of the “bird-nester,” a



150 The Meaning of Folklore

narrative which Lévi-Strauss (arbitrarily) labels M1 (key myth). But the narrative is not a
myth at all in the technical sense of the term. It is a straightforward folktale! This is not to
say that Lévi-Strauss does not analyze some myths in Mythologiques. The important point
is that he analyzes bozh myths and folktales indiscriminately.

If the Oecdipus, Asdiwal, and bird-nester narratives are all folktales rather than myths,
then we might pose to Lévi-Strauss the same question he addressed to Propp: if folktales
are constructed on weaker oppositions than those found in myths, why did Lévi-Strauss
choose folktales rather than myths to demonstrate his theory of binary oppositions? It
seems to me that Lévi-Strauss is hoist by his own petard! The obvious answer is that binary
oppositions are just as strong in folktales as they are in myth. Lévi-Strauss’s own insight-
ful analysis of Asdiwal is a perfect case in point. The fact that Lévi-Strauss, like the major-
ity of anthropologists, doesn’t know the difference between a myth and a folktale should
not be a factor. Most anthropologists use the term “myth” when the narratives they dis-
cuss are unmistakably folkeales or legends. The appalling ignorance among anthropologists
and others concerning such standard folk narrative genre distinctions as myth and folktale
might account for why despite a deluge of critical writing on Lévi-Strauss’s Mythologiques
and other studies of “myth” by anthropologists and sociologists (cf. Thomas ct al. 1976;
Carroll 1978, and Mandelbaum 1987), no one seems to have noticed that Lévi-Strauss was
analyzing folktales more often than myths. Even those critics who have commented specif-
ically on the Propp/Lévi-Strauss debate (e.g., Bravo 1972, de Meijer 1970, Janovic 1975)
failed to remark on this matter.

So if Lévi-Strauss has analyzed folktales rather than myths, what happens to his notion
that “mythical thought always works from the awareness of oppositions towards their pro-
gressive mediation,” and “the purpose of myth is to provide a logical model capable of over-
coming a contradiction?” Clearly, the notion needs to be amended. But there is more.

One could well argue that binary opposition is a universal. Presumably all human soci-
eties, past and present, made some kind of distinction between “Male and Female,” “Life
and Death,” “Day and Night” (or Light and Dark), etc. Certainly we can find binary oppo-
sitions in genres of folklore other than myth and folkeale. Take the proverb genre, for
example. Some proverbs have both topics and comments in opposition: “United we stand;
divided we fall” (united vs. divided; stand vs. fall); “Man proposes; but God disposes”
(Man vs. God; proposes vs. disposes); “Last hired; first fired” (last vs. first; hired vs. fired)
etc. (Dundes 1975). The same kinds of binary opposition also occur in traditional riddles
(Georges and Dundes 1963). Examples of oppositional riddles include:

I am rough, I am smooth

Iam wet, [ am dry

My station is low, my title high

My king my lawful master is,

I’'m used by all, though only his. (highway)
Large as a house

Small as a mouse,

Bitter as gall,

And sweet after all. (pecan tree and nut)

And what about the curse genre? There are traditional Jewish-American curses which
are clearly based on binary oppositions:
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You should have lockjaw and seasickness at the same time.
May you eat like a horse and shit like a little bird.

Could we not assert on the basis of the above examples that a proverb (riddle, curse)
can serve as “ a logical model capable of overcoming a contradiction?”

If binary opposition is a universal—or even if it were confined to folklore genres as
diverse as myth, folkrale, proverb, riddle, and curse—the question is: how can binary oppo-
sition be used to define the nature of myth? This is not to deny that binary oppositions can
be found in myth. The critical point is that binary opposition is in no way peculiar to myth.
If this is so, then what Lévi-Strauss has isolated in his analysis of “myth” tells us precious
little about the nature of myth in particular. To be fair, since Lévi-Strauss is actually inter-
ested in the nature of human thought (rather than myth per se), perhaps it doesn’t matter
that binary opposition as a distinctive feature is not confined to myth. Quite the contrary.
If binary oppositional thought is a pan-human mental characteristic, that is well worth
noting. But then we must not pretend that the presence of binary oppositions in a narra-
tive necessarily identifies that narrative as a myth. Although Lévi-Strauss occasionally actu-
ally cites an Aarne-Thompson tale type number (1995:181), the truth is that for the most
part he totally ignores the basic “myth-folktale-legend” genre categories. From a folklor-
istic vantage point, it is the height of hubris to write a four-volume (plus two sequel vol-
umes) introduction to a science of mythology without even recognizing or knowing the
difference between a myth and a folkeale!

Finally, we are obliged to remind the reader that the presence of binary opposition in
folklore is hardly a new idea. One of Axel Olrik’s epic laws proposed in the first decade of
the twentieth century was Das Gesetz des Gegensatzes, the Law of Contrast. “This very basic
opposition is a major rule of epic composition: young and old, large and small, man and
monster, good and evil” (Olrik 1965: 135; cf. 1992:50). Furthermore, the principle was
beautifully illustrated by another Danish folklorist, the late Bengt Holbek in his three-di-
mensional paradigmatic model for Danish folk-tales: low vs. high, young vs. adult, and male
vs. female (Holbek 1987:453), a conceptual model borrowed from Elli Kongis Maranda
(Maranda and Maranda 1971:23). The wheel may have been re-invented but it also comes
full circle, inasmuch as Maranda was inspired by none other than Lévi-Strauss!

To the extent that the debate between Propp and Lévi-Strauss itself constitutes a kind
of academic binary opposition, we carnestly trust that this essay will be understood as a
form of constructive mediation.
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7

ON GAME MORPHOLOGY:
A STUDY OF THE STRUCTURE OF
NON-VERBAL FOLKLORE

Introduction

This essay is included as a demonstration of Dundes’s structural analysis, derived from
methods introduced by Vladimir Propp and other Russian formalists. But its statement
on the materials covered by folkloristic inquiry is even more significant. In 1964, when
this essay was published, most folklore studies focused on what was called “oral literature.”
Dundes showed the domination of narrative in folkloristic thought by pointing out the
binary of “verbal/non-verbal” dividing traditional genres. The negation of “non-verbal”
assumes that “verbal” (that is, speech and narrative) is the central term by which “other”
genres are evaluated.

Dundes set out to change that definitive preoccupation with oral literature as part of
his general campaign to treat folklore as a type of knowledge in social lives, rather than
a relic textual form. This is what he meant by an elastic “modern” concept of folklore, in
which all cultural expressions that repeat and vary within groups constitute folklore. If
games and dances can be shown to have comparable structures, then they are part of a
whole called folklore, rather than divisible into central verbal and marginal non-verbal
parts. The organic rhetoric of morphology is significant, because it refers to the holistic
structure of an organism (such as a plant), which has observable essential parts enabling
the organism to live. The linear structure analyzed in morphology differs from the presen-
tation of non-sequential “elements” for games, such as rules governing action, and physi-
cal setting. See, for example, the ten elements in E. M. Avedon (1979). Robert A. Georges
(1972) gave a folkloristic definition of games, i.c., behavioral models defined by competi-
tion and rules.

Dundes’s intention here was to raise epistemological questions about the rationale for
including different types of material under the rubric of folklore. His revelation that many
forms of children’s play, coming at a formative time in human development, composed a
narrative plot involving a departure and return to home has stimulated other studies focus-
ing on the sociopsychological meaning of this structure for children. I suggested that the
structural function of the game narratives described by Dundes was to enact the tripar-
tite structure of rites of passage (separation, transition, incorporation) on a daily basis, at
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a time of rapid physical and social changes, especially in American society, which is noted
for encouraging the values of individualism and self-reliance in children (Bronner 1990).
When children mature, they are discouraged from game playing, and the departure from
home theme is not reinforced. An example is the interpretation of “Hide and Seek” in
America, a game encouraging individualism because of the symbolic roles it assigns. In
contrast to countries having games with a more authoritarian It role, in this American
game a parental, low-power It searches for children who independently hide before return-
ing to the “safe” home base. (See the experiments with high and low power Its in Sutton-
Smith and Gump 1972). Although stating that folktales and games are “quite different
media of expression,” Brian Sutton-Smith observed that they are similar in being models
that “represent behaviors occurring in other settings, both real and imaginary.” His cross-
cultural study of twenty-five societies found that those possessing games of strategy tended
to have folktales in which the outcome is determined by strategy. He posited that games
of strategy were associated with high obedience training in childhood, and that strate-
gic outcomes in tales were culturally provided rewards for obedience in games. In con-
trast, the game of “Hare and Hounds” (and the related chasing games of “Tag” and “Hide
and Seck”) involved physical skills associated with achievement training (1972; also see
Roberts, Arth, and Bush 1959).

Dundes’s subsequent work in games shifted to the gendered nature of structural rules.
Following his reference to the bullfight in the previous chapter on “Structuralism and
Folklore,” he found a male/female binary in the competitive structure of boys’ games “Hare
and Hounds,” in fact, is typically described as a male game). He argued that the game begins as
male to male combat, but ends in the victory of one male, who “feminizes” the opponent (see
the chapter on “Gallus as Phallus” in this volume, as well as other essays by Dundes [19874a,
1997¢]). Other issues of genre analysis in folkloristics that Dundes raised also remain (See
Harris-Lopez 2003; Georges and Jones 1995a; Honko 1989; and Ben-Amos 1976).



On Game Morphology:
A Study of the Structure of Non-Verbal Folklore

ARE CHILDREN’S GAMES, A FORM of non-verbal folklore, and folktales, a form
of verbal folklore, structurally similar? I am suggesting in the following article that they
are and also that there are many other non-verbal analogues to verbal folklore forms.
Consequently, the definition of folklore should not be limited to verbal materials.

Although structural analysis, as an effective means of descriptive ethnography, has been
applied to a number of types of folklore expression, it has not been employed in the study
of children’s games. Yet games, in general, and competitive games, in particular, are obvi-
ously patterned. In competitive games, the participants are aware that play is governed by
definite limiting rules. The application and the interrelationship of these rules result in an
ordered sequence of actions by the players, and these action sequences constitute the essen-
tial structure of any particular game.

In order to delineate the structure of a game, or any other form of folklore, one must
have a minimum structural unit. Only with such a unit can there be any precise segmen-
tation of the continuum of game action. As a trial unit, I propose to use the moz‘z’feme, a
unit of action which has been used in structural studies of folktales.! One obvious advan-
tage of employing the motifeme is that if game action can, in fact, be broken down into
motifemes, then it would be relatively easy to compare the structure of games with the
structure of folktales.? Before examining the pronounced similarities in game and folktale
structure, it is necessary to emphasize one important difference between the two forms.
The difference is dimensionality. The folktale is concerned with conflict between protago-
nist and antagonist, but the sequence of plot actions is unidimensional. Either the hero’s
actions or the villain’s actions are discussed at any one moment in time at any one point in
the tale. Vladimir Propp, a Russian folklorist, made, in 1928, a thought-provoking exami-
nation of fairy tales and devised a distribution of functions (motifemes) among the dra-
matis personae of the tales.’ He noted, for example, that functions VIII (villainy), XVI
(struggle), and XXI (pursuit) belong to the villain’s sphere of action. Certainly, functions
IV (reconnaissance) and V (delivery) in Propp’s analysis are villain and not hero actions. In
games, however, one finds a contrast: there are at least two sequences of actions going on
simultaneously. When A is playing against B, both A and B are operating at the same time,
all the time. This is theoretically true in folktales, but only one side’s activities (usually the
hero’s) are described at a given point in the tale. A folktale is, therefore, a two-dimensional
series of actions displayed on a one-dimensional track, or, conversely, a game is, structurally
speaking, a two-dimensional folkeale.

In his notable discussion of folktale morphology, Propp drew particular attention to
function VIII, villainy. In this function, a villain causes harm or injury to one member of a
family by abducting a person or stealing an object, etc., thus creating the actual movement
of the folktale. At the same time, he astutely observed that a folktale could begin with
the desire to have something or a deficiency or lack as a given ground-rule. In the analysis,
Propp considered lack (function VIIIa) as morphologically equivalent to villainy (function
VIII). If a folkeale did not begin with a state of lack, then a state of lack could be created by
an act of villainy. This same distinction can also be applied to the structure of many games.
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A game can begin with an object which is missing, or the object may be hidden before
play begins. In some games nothing is missing, but the initial portion of game action (cor-
responding to Propp’s “initial” or “preparatory” section of the folktale, functions I-VII)
brings about the requisite state of lack or insufficiency. In games of the first type, an indi-
vidual may hide from the group (as in “Hare and Hounds”) or the group may hide from an
individual (“Hide and Seek”). In games of the second type, an individual or object may be
abducted or captured, which also results in a lack. This happens, for example, in the child-
stealing game of “The Witch.” Other characteristics shared by both folktales and games
will become apparent in the following discussion of several specific games.

In “Hare and Hounds,” the boy chosen as the Hare (the choosing by counting out
rhymes or other means may be construed as pre-game activity) runs away to hide. Usually a
fixed time span, a specific number of minutes, or counting to some arbitrary number, marks
the formal beginning of the chase, much as the iteration of an opening formula marks the
passage from reality to fantasy in the beginning of a folktale. In fact, some games actually
have opening formulas such as “Ready or not, here I come.” The game, then, begins with a
lack, the missing Hare. The quest, so popular in folktales, is equally popular in games. The
Hounds attempt to find and catch the Hare, just as the hero in folktale secks to liquidate
the initial lack (function XIX).

Note, however that two sets of actions, or motifeme sequences, are involved in the game.
One action is from the point of view of the Hounds, the other from the perspective of
the Hare. The sequences include the following motifemes: lack, interdiction, violation, and
consequence.® In one motifemic sequence, the Hounds want to catch the Hare (lack). They
are required to catch him before he returns “home,” a place agreed upon previously (inter-
diction). If the Hounds fail to do so (violation), they lose the game (consequence). In the
second motifemic sequence taking place simultaneously with the first, the Hare wants to go
“home” (lack), but he is required to arrive there without being caught by the Hounds (inter-
diction). Ifhe fails to do so (violation), he loses the game (consequence). It is possible to win
the game, by liquidating the lack, by either of two actions: catching the Hare or returning
“home” safely. But it is impossible for both Hare and Hounds to win and also impossible
for both Hare and Hounds to lose. Here is another point of contrast with folktales. In folk-
tales, the hero always wins and the villain always loses. In games, however the outcome is
not so regular or predictable: sometimes the Hare wins, and sometimes the Hounds win.
As Caillois has pointed out, one characteristic of competitive games is that the opponents
are equal and, in theory, each opponent stands the same chance of winning”

The game of “Hare and Hounds” might be structured as follows:

Lack Interdiction Violation Consequence
wants to go without being is caught loses game
Hare home caught by (isn’t caught) (wins game)
Hounds & 8
Hounds  Vanteo catch b:rf;orc tc K do not catch Hare  lose game
VRS bsent Hare oo DAc (do catch Hare) (win game)

home
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The double structure is also illuminated by comparison with analogous folktale structure.
From the Hare’s point of view, one could say there was a hero pursued (function XXI) and
that the hero is rescued from pursuit (function XXII), assuming the Hare wins. The game-
folkeale analogy is even closer in those versions in which the Hare is required to leave signs,
such as strips of paper, to mark his trail. In folktales, when the hero runs from his pursuer,
he often places obstacles in the latter’s path. These objects mark the trail, but also serve to
delay the pursuer. From the point of view of the Hounds, i.e., with the Hounds as heroes,
the Hare appears to serve as a donor figure, inasmuch as the dropped slips of paper are
“magical agents” (identified as function XIV) which aid the hero-Hounds in liquidating
the initial lack.® The donor sequence, then, is another point of similarity between games
and folktales.

In a popular American children’s game which Brewster calls “Steps,” the leader, or “it,”
aids the others in reaching him (to tag him) by permitting various steps, such as baby steps,
giant steps or umbrella steps. In this game, the donor figure grants the privilege of using
certain “magical” steps. The fact that the magical aid is not granted until the hero is tested
by the donor is also a striking parallel to folktale morphology. After the donor (“it”) per-
mits the number and type of steps, (e.g., four baby steps), the recipient (“hero”) is required
to say “May 127 If the latter passes the politeness test, he is permitted to take the steps
which bring him closer to his goal. However, should he neglect to express the etiquette
formula, the donor will penalize him by ordering him to step backwards, thus moving him
away from the goal. More often than not in folkrales, civility or politeness to the donor
will provide the needed magical agents while discourtesy deprives the would-be hero of
these same agents.

In some games, the presence of a donor sequence appears to be optional rather than
obligatory, as is also true in folkrales. In “Thimble in Sight™'® an object, such as a thimble,
is hidden. Actually, the object is supposed to be visible but not obvious. The children seek
to discover or notice the object (lack). As each child does so (lack liquidated), he indi-
cates his success by exclaiming a verbal formula such as “rorum torum corum,” much as
the successful player in “Hide and Seek” announces his return “home” with the phrase
“Home free.” ('These verbal formulas would appear to be analogous to closing formulas in
folkeales.) In this form of “Thimble in Sight” there is no donor sequence but in some ver-
sions, the hider aids the thimble-seckers by giving helpful clues such as “You're freezing”
or “You're cold,” when the secker is far away from the quest-object, and “You're warm”
or “Youre burning,” when the secker is close to the object. In such versions, the secker
could presumably request assistance from the donor by asking, “Am I getting warm?”
Nevertheless, since the game can be played without the donor sequence, it is clear that the
sequence is structurally not obligatory.

The frequency of the donor sequence in games and folktales also demands atten-
tion. One would suspect, for example, that since the donor sequence is comparatively
rare in American Indian folkeales, as compared with Indo-European folktales, the donor
sequence would be infrequent in American Indian games. The presence or absence of such
a sequence might even be correlated with magic and religion. If a person can make magic
or seck a religious vision as an individual, then the need for a donor might be less than in
those cultures in which experts or intermediaries supply magic or religion.

So far, mention has been made of a number of games in which the initial lack is part of
the given. The game’s action does not begin until an object or person is removed or secreted.
“It” may absent himself or herself in order to produce the initial lack situation. However, in
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“The Witch” the lack is the result of “its” abducting someone." In this game, the parallel to
folkeale structure is also apparent. A mother leaves her seven children, named after the days
of the week (Propp’s function I, “One of the members of a family is absent from home”—
still bearing in mind that Propp’s morphological analysis was made of folktales and not
games). Before leaving, the mother tells her children, “Take care the Old Witch does not
catch you” (function II, “An interdiction is addressed to the hero”). The witch enters and
the children do not take heed (function 11, “The interdiction is violated”). The witch pre-
tends that the children’s mother has sent her to fetch a bonnet (function V1, “The villain
attempts to deceive his victim in order to take possession of him or of his belongings”). The
child goes to get the bonnet (function VII, “The victim submits to deception and thereby
unwittingly helps his enemy”). The witch abducts one of the children (function VIII, “The
villain causes harm or injury to one member of a family”). The mother returns, names
her seven children, and thus discovers that one of her children is missing. The remain-
ing children cry, “The Old Witch has got her” (function IX, “Misfortune or shortage is
made known”). The sequence of motifemes is repeated until the witch has abducted all the
children. This action is analogous to the repetition of entire moves in folktales, e.g., elder
brothers setting out successively on identical quests.

The mother then goes out to find the children (function X, “The secker agrees to or
decides upon counteraction,” and function XI, “The hero leaves home”). The mother
encounters the witch and asks her for information about the whereabouts of her children.
In the standard ritual dialogue, one finds possible traces of the standard donor sequence,
as identified by functions XII-XIV. In this game, the witch functions as donor. The
mother finally arrives at the place where her children are being held captive (function XV,
“The hero is transferred, reaches, or is led to the whereabouts of an object of search”). This
function or motifeme is of great significance to the structural analysis of both games and
folktales. Propp remarks (page 46), “Generally the object of search is located in another
or different kingdom.” Anyone familiar with children’s games will recall that many make
mandatory the penetration of the opponent’s territory. In “Capture the Flag” (Brewster,
pages 69-70), the object of the search is the opponents flag, clearly located in the “ene-
my’s kingdom.”

Now the mother discovers her lost children (function XIX, “The initial misfortune or
lack is liquidated”), and mother and children pursue the witch. The one who catches the
witch becomes the witch in the next playing of the game. In folktales, a pursuit often fol-
lows the liquidation of the initial lack, but more commonly the villain pursues the hero
(function XXI, “The hero is pursued”). The hero inevitably escapes (function XXII, “The
hero is rescued from pursuit”). Propp remarks that “a great many folktales end on the note
of rescue from pursuit.” The same might be said of games. In many games, “it,” or the vil-
lain, is the one who pursues the “hero”-seckers after the latter have obtained the quest-ob-
ject, such as the flag in “Capture the Flag” Of course, one reason why the game of “The
Witch” is similar to folktales is the fixed nature of the outcome! The witch never wins, just
as the villain in folk tales never wins.

Critics have been sceptical of Propp’s morphological analysis on the grounds that he
limited his material to Russian fairy tales. Competent students of the folktale, however, are
aware that most, if not all, of the tales Propp analyzed can, in fact, be classified according
to the Aarne-Thompson system as tale types. Others complain that Propp was too general
and that his functions apply to literary as well as to folk materials. It is true that Propp’s
concept can be correlated to the plot structure of Beownlf and to most of the Odyssey
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(Cf. his functions XXI to XXXI with the end of the Odyssey). Clearly, the game of “Old
Witch” contains a number of Propp’s functions and, in one sense, the game appears to be
a dramatized folktale. Moreover the “Old Witch” game bears a superficial resemblance to
the Aarne-Thompson tale type 123, “The Wolf and the Kids.” But what is important here is
that the morphological analysis of folktales appears to apply equally well to another genre
of folklore—traditional games, thereby providing further confirmation of the validity of
Propp’s analysis.

When one perceives the similarity between the structure of games and folkeales it is
also possible to see parallels among special forms of the two genres. For example, one type
of folktale is the cumulative take. In these tales (Aarne-Thompson types 2000-2199), one
finds chains of actions or objects. Usually, there is repetition with continual additions. In
ballads this stylistic feature is termed “incremental repetition.” Stith Thompson, in his dis-
cussion of tales of this type, noted, but without further comment, that they had “something
of the nature of a game.”'? This game-tale analogy is obvious in “Link Tag” in which “it” tags
someone. The tagged person must take hold of the tagger’s hand and help him or her tag
others; the next one tagged joins the first two and so on.”* (The same structure is obviously
found in those folk dances in which couples or individuals form ever-lengthening chains.)

Another sub-genre analogy might be trickster tales (or jokes) and pranks. In trickster
tales and in most pranks or practical jokes, the primary motifemes are fraud and deception
(Propp functions VI and VII) so there can even be an exact identity of content as well as
form in folktales and games.'* For example, in some versions of tale type 1530, “Holding
up the Rock,” a dupe is gulled into believing that he is holding up a wall. But “Hold up the
wall” is a hazing stunt at Texas Agricultural and Mechanical College, in which, according to
one report, a student is required to squat with his back against a wall as if supporting it.”” A
more surprising example is the prank analogue of tale type 1528, “Holding Down the Hat,”
in which victims were fooled into grabbing feces concealed under a hat." Perhaps the great-
est similarity in trickster tale and prank morphology is their common parodying of stan-
dard folktale and game structure. Instead of liquidating an actual lack, a false lack is feigned.
Thus the unsuspecting initiate is sent snipe-hunting, armed with a sack and a flashlight, or
an apprentice is persuaded to seek some quest-object which, according to the occupation
group, may be striped paint, a board-shortener, or a left-handed monkey wrench.

The morphological similarity between game and folktale suggests an important princi-
ple which may be applied to other forms of folklore. Basically, these different forms derive
from the distinction between words and acts. Thus, there is verbal folklore and non-verbal
folklore. The distinction is made most frequently with respect to myth and ritual. Myth is
verbal folklore or, in Bascom’s terms, verbal “art.”'” Ritual, in contrast, is non-verbal folk-
lore or non-verbal art. Myth and ritual are both sacred; folktale and game are both secu-
lar. (Whether all games evolved from ritual is no more or less likely than the evolution,
or rather devolution, of folktales from myths.) Whereas folklorists have, for some time,
known of the similarities between myth and ritual, they have not recognized the equally
common characteristics of folktale and game. Moreover, they have failed to see that the
verbal/non-verbal dichotomy applies to most, if not all, of the standard genres of folk-
lore. The proverb, clearly an example of verbal folklore, has for its non-verbal counterpart
the gesture. They are functionally equivalent as both forms may sum up a situation or pass
judgment on a situation. Riddles are structurally similar to proverbs in that both are based
upon topic/comment constructions, but they are distinct from proverbs in that there is
always a referent to be guessed.'® Non-verbal equivalents include a variety of difficult tasks
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and puzzles. The distinction between proverbs and riddles applies equally to gestures and
non-oral riddles. The referent of the gesture is known to both the employer of the gesture
and his audience before the gesture is made; the referent of the non-oral riddles is presum-
ably known initially only by the poser.”

Superstitions are also illuminated by this verbal/non-verbal distinction. Folklorists
have long used terms such as “belief” and “custom” or “practice” in discussions of supersti-
tions. In this analysis, practices or customs would be examples of non-verbal folklore since
actual physical activity is involved. The distinction may even apply to folk music. If folk
narrative, for example, is set to music, it would then be termed folksong; if a game were set
to music, it would then be termed folk dance. (Note that the etymology of the term “bal-
lad” supports this distinction.) I am zor implying that folksong derives from folk narrative
or that folk dance derives from game but only suggesting that these supposedly disparate
genres have much in common. For example, the basic sequence of lack and lack liquidated
found in folktales and games is also found in folk dance. In many dances, a couple is sepa-
rated, or from the man’s point of view, he has lost his partner (lack). The remainder of the
dance consists of reuniting the separated partners (liquidating the lack).? Moreover, the
leaving of home and returning home occurs in folktales, games, folk dances and folk music.
Structurally speaking, it does not matter whether “home” is a house, a tree, a position on
a dance floor or a note.

The techniques of structural analysis should be applied to genres of folklore other than
games and folkeales. These forms, from the design of quilt patterns to tongue-twisters, can
be defined structurally. One would guess that such analyses will reveal a relatively small
number of similar structural patterns underlying these apparently diverse forms.

Specifically, I have tried to demonstrate that at least one nonverbal form of folklore,
children’s games, is structurally similar to a verbal form, the folktale. If, then, there are non-
verbal analogues (e.g., games) for verbal folklore forms (e.g., folktales), then folklore as a
discipline cannot possibly be limited to the study of just verbal art, oral literature, or folk
literature, or whatever smiliar term is employed. Kenneth Pike has observed that “Verbal
and non-verbal activity is a unified whole, and theory and methodology should be orga-
nized or created to treat it as such.”*' It is time for folklorists to devote some of the energies
given over to the study of verbal folklore to the study of folklore in its non-verbal forms.
Compared to folk narrative and folksong, such forms as folk dance, games, and gestures
have been grossly neglected.”? Admittedly there are complex problems of transcription but
surely they are not insuperable.
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THE DEVOLUTIONARY PREMISE IN
FOoLKLORE THEORY

Introduction

To encourage the “modern” or American break of folkloristics from its intellectual parent,
nineteenth-century European folklore studies, thirty-three-year-old Dundes criticized his
elders for holding a deep bias against progress. It was an extension of another historio-
graphical argument in his earlier essay “From Etic to Emic Units in the Structural Study
of Folktales” (1962g, and chapter 4 in this volume)—namely, that modern structural and
contextual theories were refreshingly synchronic, while previous approaches were dia-
chronic, mired in problematic historical-geographic searches for origin. Dundes sought to
disrupt the binary underlying prevalent theories in the field—including survival, myth-rit-
ual, and historic-geographic perspectives. He saw this binary as setting a superior elite civi-
lization against a primitivized folk culture. This led to other oppositions, with one pole,
assumed to be the later development, dominating or displacing the other, associated with
the distant past or “folk”: urban/rural, thymes/myth, science/spirituality. Dundes wanted
to underscore his social definition of folk as any group with a linking factor, and lore as a
necessary element of life, past and present. Thus, he declared these as timeless criteria in
stating that “there has always been folklore and in all likelihood there will always be folk-
lore.” Instead of viewing change to lore as bad or necessarily degenerative, he argued for
a model in which folklore “actually improved or rather evolved in time.” Folklore and its
study then stood for something growing—in scope and importance. Only then, he con-
cluded, can folkloristics make progress.

Dundes first presented this paper to professional folklorists at the American Folklore
Society meeting in 1967, as part of a special session on the history of folklore scholarship.
As with his studies of folklore, in his historiography Dundes sought to uncover structural
patterns that revealed driving ideas, often outside the awareness of participants in a cul-
ture or discipline. Folklorist Elliott Oring recalled that when he gave the paper, Dundes
ignited “a rather animated debate” about whether folklore in reality was indeed vanishing,
rather than about whether folklorists unconsciously followed what Dundes called “the
vise of devolutionary thought.” Responding to the comment by famed songhunter Alan
Lomax, that true folk songs were in danger of extinction, Dundes asserted if Lomax would
consider the ever popular but often neglected genre of jokes, he would realize that folklore
was growing and emerging. But the obsession with folk songs as a vanishing expression of
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a golden age was, Dundes observed, indicative of the devolutionary mindset. As the title
of Oring’s reminisce, “The Devolutionary Premise: A Definitional Delusion?” (1975a),
suggests, Dundes preferred to turn the debate toward the question of whether there was,
as Oring put it, “some unconscious sado-masochistic compulsion of folklorists to devolve
the lore that they love.” Readers can consider his criticism that Dundes sees a devolution-
ary bias because he (Dundes) worked with a different definition of folklore from those
theorists he analyzed. Oring pointed out, for instance, that jokes were known in the nine-
teenth century, but they “weren’t considered folklore.” Therefore, Dundes has a presentist
argument, including the criteria used for judging “progress,” in discovering devolutionary
premises in studies that do not have them. As Oring stated, “to impute a devolutionary
premise to survivalist theory is to criticize antiquarians for studying antiques, or to suggest
that antiques may be very new rather than very old.” That is not to deny devolutionary ten-
dencies in some folklore theories, but, rather, to question whether a binary exists between
past and present theories of folklore, or, for that matter, between folklore studies as a prac-
tice and other disciplines considered more evolutionary.

Without diving into the debate of whether devolutionary belief as a cognitive pattern is
anillusion or not, William A. Wilson has written that Dundes demonized the historic-geo-
graphic method as devolutionary, although some of its practitioners did in fact construct
“a model in which folklore actually improved or rather evolved in time.” Wilson pointed
to Julius Krohn, a prominent figure associated with the “Finnish School” of historic-geo-
graphic folklore studies, who in the 1880s propounded a view that Kalevala poems were
not fragmented survivals from a golden age of the past, but, because they had been imbued
with a Finnish national spirit through centuries of oral transmission, were constantly re-
created and improved (1976). This point of information raised a more general question,
sparked by Dundes, about the varied concepts and categorizations of past (e.g., “golden
age,” “primitive,” “ancient,” “pre-industrial”) and present (“industrial,” “urban,” “modern,”
“post-modern”), as well as their interrelationships (e.g., in the idea of folk practices, such as
hunting, as an “escape” from modernity as well as an integral part of it; in slang and legend;
and indeed in jokes). (See, for instance, De Caro 1976; Bronner 1998; and Bauman and
Briggs 2003.) One suggestion that Oring made was to differentiate among the approaches
to specific genres, so that Freud’s jokes invited evolutionary consideration, while Lomax’s
ballads impelled devolutionary analysis.

Writing in the twenty-first century, Dundes doubted that folklorists had been able to
undo devolutionary thinking. In a jeremiad-sounding address to the American Folklore
Society, he cited references, after he published his “Devolutionary Premise” essay (1975¢),
to folkloristics as “predicated on a vanishing subject” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1996) and
to “the disappearance of its subject matter” (Ben-Amos 1972). His answer, one applauded
by many folklorists, was that “folklore continues to be alive and well in the modern world,
due in part to increased transmission via e-mail and the Internet” Adapting the famous
epigrammatic phrase attributed to Mark Twain (a charter member of the American
Folklore Society), Dundes quipped, “Reports of folkloristics’ death have been greatly
exaggerated” (2005¢).

Annotations of two terms in this essay may be helpful to readers. “Ur-form” (also
referred to as Grundform in German) refers to the original or archetypal form from which
many variants emerged. Two of the scholars mentioned by Dundes are usually credited
with spreading its use: Antti Aarne (1867-1925) from Finland, who developed the
tale-type index, a standard international reference for folktales; and Walter Anderson
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(1885-1962), who taught in Germany (born in Belarus and raised in Estonia). The use of
Ur has a biblical reference to the Book of Genesis; it was the birthplace of the first patri-
arch Abraham (translated as “father of a multitude” or “leader of many”). Ur exemplifies
the “many from one” philosophy in a holy scripture. The metaphor is meant to show the
multiple trajectories of narrative offspring, since Abraham is viewed as the patriarch for
Judaism, Islam, and Christianity, and, even within those, for a number of variations, such
as the twelve tribes of Israel.

Gesunkenes Kulturgut is a German phrase, literally meaning sunken cultural materi-
als. It was coined as a folkloristic term in 1902 by German folklorist and philologist Hans
Naumann (1886-1951). He used it to describe the process by which expressions origi-
nating in the upper stratum of society “sink” to, or are adapted by, the lower stratum. It
assumed a rigid class structure, arranged hierarchically by wealth and occupation, since
it suggested interchange between an aristocracy and peasantry at the top and bottom,
respectively. As the reference work General Ethnological Concepts by Ake Hultkrantz out-
lined, and Dundes averred, the concept is much older. Hultkrantz gave examples from the
mid-nineteenth century, and claimed that among European scholars, it “has been widely
accepted” (1960). Still, Hultkrantz recognized alternative theories of transmission; one
suggested a reverse vertical direction from the bottom to the top, but nonetheless main-
tained the binary of simple folk and sophisticated aristocracy to which Dundes objected.
Several ethnologists cited by Hultkrantz viewed culture as both an up and down flow,
while others, such as Berkeley anthropologist George Foster (1914-2006) suggested a
“circular relationship” in which folk culture “draws on and is continually replenished by
contact with the products of intellectual and scientific social strata, but in which folk cul-
ture continually, though perhaps in a lesser degree, contributes to these non-folk societies”
(1953). In one of Dundes’s last publications, he was still complaining of the prevalence of
gesunkenes Kulturgut theory in historical scholarship. Taking up the proverbs represented
in the famous painting Netherlandish Proverbs by Pieter Bruegel, he found that the dev-
olutionary thinking evident in gesunkenes Kulturgur had been prominent in preventing
credit being given to the cultural creativity of ignorant, illiterate peasants in the painting.
Rather than relying on “educated aristocratic individuals,” Dundes proclaimed, Bruegel
“favored folk material rather than elitist classical or biblical versions” of proverbs. Other
examples he gave were that Polyphemus (AT 1137) began with Homer’s Odyssey, and that
the “Taming of the Shrew” (AT 901) originated with Shakespeare’s play, although it was
clear to Dundes that both authors borrowed the plots from oral tradition. “The point is,”
Dundes concluded, that “it is folklore which is the source of high culture, not the other
way around” (2004b, 18).
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THERE HAS BEEN FAR TOO litdle progress observed in the development of folklor-
istics. But this lack of “progress” is not so surprising in view of the unmistakable and con-
sistent bias against progress inherent in the majority of folklore theories. Even a cursory
examination of the intellectual history of folklore scholarship reveals a definite unques-
tioned basic premise that the golden age of folklore occurred in the past, in most cases
specifically the far distant past. As a result of the past-oriented Weltanschauung of most
folklorists—and it is really with the worldview of folklorists that this essay is concerned
—it has always appeared to be logically necessary and highly desirable to engage in histori-
cally reconstructing the golden age of folklore. The endless quest for the land of “ur” as in
“ur-form,” or “archetype” in Finnish Method parlance, continues unabated in conservative
folkloristic circles. Inasmuch as the means and direction of folklore methodology are prob-
ably inescapably controlled by the nature of the theoretical premises, hitherto largely unex-
amined, held by professional folklorists, it is absolutely essential that these crucial underly-
ing premises be held up to the light of reason if there is ever to be any appreciably signifi-
cant change in methods of folklore analysis.

The bias against “progress” in folklore theory may be easily demonstrated by briefly con-
sidering some of the numerous examples of degeneration, decay, or devolution—the particu-
lar term is not the issue—which abound in so much of traditional folklore theory. Perhaps
the most obvious instances are those underlying the various folklore transmission theories.
Typically, surveys of such theories begin with a detailed consideration of degeneration, per-
haps signaling its hallowed position.! The most common devolutionary notion is that folklore
decays through time. Another notion is that folklore “runs down” by moving from “higher” to
“lower” strata of society. These two notions are by no means mutually exclusive and in fact one
can without difficulty imagine that if folklore really moved from “higher” to “lower” strata, it
could easily undergo textual deterioration at the same time. Classic examples of these notions
include Max Miiller’s “disease of language” according to which theory of semantic devolution
the original names of Vedic and other gods became confused or forgotten as time passed, as
well as Hans Naumann’s “gesunkenes Kulturgus”* which held that cultural items originating in
the upper stratum of society filtered down to the lower stratum which was wrongly thought
to be synonymous with the “folk.” A logical consequence of this “aristocratic” origin of folk-
lore theory was that folklore consisted largely of reworked remnants which had managed
somehow to survive the presumed downward transmission of culture.

It should be remarked that the gesunkenes Kulturgut notion is still very much with us.
Folklorist Walter Anderson believed that folktales usually moved from “culturally higher”
to “culturally lower” peoples, according to Stith Thompson,® who echoes the idea, point-
ing out that American Indians have borrowed European tale types whereas Europeans have
not borrowed American Indian tales. Thompson even goes so far as to say that “If the prin-
ciple is really valid we may ask whether tales must keep running down hill culturally until
they are found only in the lower ranges,” although he concedes this would be an overstate-
ment of Anderson’s position. Nevertheless, Thompson’s own devolutionary bias may well
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have led him to misinterpret the available data regarding a hypothetical archetype for the
“Star Husband” tale which he studied using the Finnish method. Like all devolutionary folk-
lorists, he assumes that the original form of the tale must have been the fullest and most
complete version. Later, shorter versions are thus assumed to be fragments. The devolution-
ist normally postulates a movement from complex to simple whereas an evolutionist might
argue that the development from simple to complex is equally likely. In any case, Thompson
is forced to label some of the shorter versions of Star Husband as confused or fragmentary
despite the fact that his “fragmentary” versions demonstrate a common uniform pattern*

There are many other striking illustrations of the devolutionary premise in folklore trans-
mission theories. The Grimms argued that folktales were the detritus of myths® and just as
folktales were assumed to be broken down myths, so it was held that ballads were the detri-
tus of epics or romances.® But perhaps no more overt statement of the premise can be found
than in the conception of “zersingen” in folksong theory. “Zersingen” refers to the “altera-
tions of a destructive nature” which occur as songs are sung. The very act of singing a folk-
song is thus construed to be a potentially destructive act endangering the continued stability
of the song sung.* Moreover, just as singing songs is presumed to destroy them, so the tell-
ing of folktales is thought to run the risk of ruining them. Retelling a tale allows the forget-
fulness of the raconteur to become a factor” This is implicit in Walter Anderson’s famous
superorganic “law of self-correction” (Gesetz der Selbstberichtigung)."® Anderson’s idea was
that folktale stability was not attributable to the remarkable memories of raconteurs, but was
rather the result of an individual’s hearing a given tale on many different occasions, perhaps
from many different sources. Narratives essentially corrected themselves, argued Anderson,
but the very term used indicates the devolutionary bias. Why is it assumed that folkeales
need to be corrected? Only the unquestioned assumption that folkeales become “incorrect”
through time can possibly justify the notion that folktales need to “correct themselves”—
granting for the sake of argument that tales rather than people do the “correcting”

A critical correlative of the devolutionary premise is the assumption that the oldest,
original version of an item of folklore was the best, fullest, or most complete one. A change
of any kind automatically moved the item from perfection toward imperfection. Partly for
this reason, one finds a deep resentment of change and an equally deep-seated resistance
to the study of change in folklore. A similar situation prevailed until relatively recently
in anthropology where even up to the first several decades of the twentieth century pio-
neer ethnographers sought to obtain “pure” precontact cultural data. Students of the
American Indian, for example, would often write up their field data as if the Indians had
never been exposed to or affected by acculturative European influences. Mooney, in col-
lecting Cherokee tales, specifically commented that he did not bother to record what were
obviously European borrowings. This made perfect sense in the light of a past-oriented
Weltanschauung. If the forms of the past were more valuable, then it logically followed
that changes of any kind were by definition potentially destructive in nature. Although
anthropologists have learned to accept and study culture change, folklorists generally have
tended to continue to look askance at change.

The Hungarian folklorist Ortutay, in probably the most detailed critique of folklore
transmission theories, notes that, “Retelling nearly always involves a change” and although
there may be an element of creativity involved in making any change, “in its later, final
stages . . . oral transmission comes to be equivalent to deterioration, to a process of stut-
tering forgetfulness.”!! The same attitude towards change is expressed by Stith Thompson
when in summarizing Walter Anderson’s views he says, “The first time a change of detail
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is made in a story it is undoubtedly a mistake, an error of memory.” '* Deleterious changes
could be caused by weakness of memory, unwelcome interpolations, or from contamina-
tions of themes. Note the obvious pejorative connotation of the term “contaminated text
a term which once again reflects the ever present devolutionary premise."

The generally negative attitude towards change has been clearly reflected in folklore
methodology. Just as ethnographers carefully sifted through unavoidable details obvi-
ously only recently added through acculturative contact in an attempt to discover the pure
unadulterated original native culture, so practitioners of the Finnish historic-geographic
method sought to work backwards through the unfortunate changes (or, in Thompson’s
terms, the mistakes and errors) in order to find the pure unadulterated original ur-form.
The difficulties of searching for the ur-form, too often presumed to be hopelessly hidden by
the destructive, deteriorative effects of oral transmission were considerable, but not always
insurmountable. Possibly one of the most ambitious and optimistic efforts was made by
students of the Bible engaged in Form Criticism.

Form Criticism, according to Redlich," is a method of study and investigation which
deals with the preliterary stage of the Gospel tradition, when the material was handed
down orally. It was assumed that Biblical materials before being set down in written tradi-
tion “were subject to the usual inevitable fate of oral tradition, such as adaptation, altera-
tion, and addition.” However, it was also assumed that there were definite, discernible laws
governing the oral transmission process, laws which once discovered might be applied (in
reverse) to the written Gospels. By thus working backwards, Form Critics hoped to be able
to reconstruct “the narratives as they actually happened and the sayings as they were actu-
ally uttered by our Lord”"

A few folklorists have commented upon the consequences of the devolutionary prem-
ise. Von Sydow, for instance, challenged the hypothesis that the original form of a folktale
was necessarily the most complete, most logical version,'¢ although he confessed this had
been his own view when he began his folktale research. Similarly, Gerould in The Ballad of
Tradition deplores the “unfortunate tendency on the part of scholars to take it for granted
that carlier ballads are likely to be better than later ones. . . "' Yet Gerould argues that
the process of deterioration is inevitable: “Degeneration of noble themes and captivat-
ing tunes must have gone on ever since ballads became current. .. ”*® The implicit nature
of the devolutionary premise is also revealed in the wording of Gerould’s consideration
of the American “Old Bangum” versions of “Sir Lionel” (Child #18) when he observes,
“The interesting point about all these versions, it seems to me, is the evidence they give
that changes and even abbreviations do not necessarily imply any structural degeneracy.”"’
More recently, Ortutay has suggested that short elementary forms such as proverbs or jests
are “most capable of resisting the corroding effect of degressive processes.”

Despite a few critical comments by folklorists, there does not appear to be much aware-
ness of the enormous impact of devolutionary ideas upon folklore theory and method-
ology. At best, folklorists seem to accept the idea that the universe of folklore is running
down. Even Olrik’s so-called epic laws of folklore were presumed to weaken in time. Olrik
suggested, for example, that the law of the number three “gradually succumbs to intellec-
tual demands for greater realism.” > One possible reason for the lack of awareness may be
that folklore has often been associated with evolution rather than devolution. And the
interesting question does arise, how folklorists could remain so utterly committed to a
devolutionary worldview at a time when ideas of evolution and of progress were so much
at the fore of European intellectual thought.
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The intellectual history of the idea of progress is reasonably well documented* and
there can be no doubt that this idea came into prominence at about the same time that
the discipline of folklore began to emerge. Progress meant more than that the “moderns”
were just as good as the “ancients” as had been argued in the late seventeenth century.
Progress meant that the golden age was not behind us but ahead of us.® The positivistic
cthic of the ultimate perfectibility of man and society had considerable influence upon
the course of most academic disciplines. However, as we shall see, the effect of the evolu-
tionary idea of progress on the treatment of folklore materials was largely a negative rather
than a positive one.

To be sure, there were some attempts to borrow evolutionary ideas in folklore theory.
One of the most striking instances is Hartland’s suggestion that narratives all over the world
followed a basic evolutionary general law* Folktales, and specifically incidents in tales,
changed with different stages of civilization in accordance with this law. Speaking of an
incident in the Forbidden Chamber cycle of tales, Hartland observed, “The incident in this
shape is specially characteristic of savage life. As with advancing civilization the reasoning
which has moulded it thus becomes obsolete we may expect that the incident itself will
undergo change into a form more appropriate to the higher stages of culture. .. > An item
of folklore had to become fit in order to survive. Hartland spoke of the popular mind and
how it “rendered by a process analogous with that of natural selection, which we may call tra-
ditional selection, the version that has reached us predominantly over all others.”* Hartland
even suggested that it was traditional selection which tended to “climinate the ruder and
coarser, preserving and refining, not necessarily the more credible, but the more artistic.”
The idea that traditional selection operated in such a way as to ensure esthetically superior
products was of course entirely in keeping with the concept of evolution as progress.

In spite of this isolated example of a positive application of evolutionary “progress” ori-
ented theory to folklore—and there are several others—it is quite evident that the concept
of progress per se had a devastatingly negative effect upon folklore theory. The associa-
tion of folklore with the past, glorious or not, continued. Progress meant leaving the past
behind. From this perspective, the noble savage and the equally noble peasant—folkloris-
tically speaking—were destined to lose their folklore as they marched ineluctably towards
civilization. Thus it was not a matter of the evolution of folklore; it was more a matter of
the evolution oxz of folklore. This may best be seen in the work of Tylor who in adamantly
opposing rigid degenerative theories definitely championed unilinear cultural evolution.
At the same time, he forcefully argued the devolution of folklore. There was no inconsis-
tency in this. On the one hand, Tylor states that “notwithstanding the continual interfer-
ence of degeneration, the main tendency of culture from primaeval up to modern times
has been from savagery towards civilization.”” On the other, Tylor conceived folklore, that
is, “survivals,” to be “transformed, shifted or mutilated” fragments of culture.”® To put it
succinctly, as humans evolved, so folklore devolved. Tylor’s view of folklore is clear. For
example, he suggested that it might be possible to trace the origins of games of chance
from ancient divination rituals insofar as such games were “survivals from a branch of sav-
age philosophy, once of high rank though now fallen into merited decay”® In an unequiv-
ocal statement, Tylor remarks, “The history of survival in cases like those of the folk-lore
and occult arts which we have been considering, has for the most part been a history of
dwindling and decay. As men’s minds change in progressing culture, old customs and opin-
ions fade gradually . . .. although Tylor does admit that there are in fact occasional excep-
tions to this “law”*® If survivals or folklore were truly dying or dead, then it made a good
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deal of sense for Tylor to argue that the folklorist’s or ethnographer’s course should be like
that of the anatomist who carried on his studies if possible on dead rather than on living
subjects.’’ Here we have the ultimate logical consequence of devolution: death. And this
is why devolutionary-minded folklorists have devoted themselves by definition to dead
materials. The view, still widely held, is that as all the peoples of the world achieve civilized
status, there will be less and less folklore left until one day it will disappear altogether. Thus
Ruth Benedict could write authoritatively in the Encyclopaedia of Social Sciences in 1931
that “in a strict sense folklore is a dead trait in the modern world.”*? Are folklorists doomed
to study only the disappearing, the dying, and the dead?

Of course, the gloomy reports of the death of folklore are in part a result of the mis-
guided and narrow concept of the folk as the illiterate in a literate society, that is, the folk
as peasant, as vulgus in populo, as isolated rural community.*® Since the majority of folk-
lorists in Europe and Asia continue to restrict the concept of folk in this way, citing as a
matter of fact the definitions of folk society offered by American anthropologists Redfield
and Foster for authority,* it is easy for them to believe that gradually the folk are dying
out. With the devolutionary demise of folk or peasant culture, the deterioration of folk-
lore was a matter of course. Ortutay puts it in these terms: “We suggest that, as long as
the oral tradition of the peasantry continued to exist as a uniform system . . . degressive
and deteriorative processes played a secondary role in the dialectics of oral transmission.”
Since unquestionably one of the reasons for the break-up of peasant culture is the advent
of industrialization, Communist folklorist Ortutay is able to point the accusing finger of
blame at capitalism for destroying peasant (= folk) culture and consequently for destroy-
ing folklore.*® Of course, if folklorists were able to free themselves from so narrow and
obsolescent a concept of folk, they could see that there are still numerous active function-
ing folk groups (e.g., ethnic, religious, occupational, etc.) and that the peasant community
is just one of many different types of “folk.” In fact, even as this one type of formerly rural
homogeneous folk group becomes transformed into urban, heterogeneous, part-time folk
groups, new types of folklore are emerging, some of which are actually caused by capital-
ism as in the creation of folklore from commercial advertisements.””

Yet even attempts to repudiate the idea that folklore is dying cannot fully escape the
traditional devolutionary bias. Richard Dorson ends his book American Folklore with the
statement that “The idea that folklore is dying out is itself a kind of folklore™ On the one
hand, Dorson is indicating that this idea is a traditional one, but, in addition, since he obvi-
ously doesn’t believe that folklore is dying out, the second use of the term folklore has a hint
of the idea of folklore as falschood or fallacy. In any event, the meaning of “folklore” in the
phrase “That’s folklore” in popular parlance refers to an error. This continued pejorative
connotation of the word folklore” has a close connection with the devolutionary premise.

If folklore is conceived to be synonymous with ignorance, then it follows that it is a
good thing for folklore to be eradicated. With this reasoning, educators and social reform-
ers seck to stamp out superstitions encouraging folk medical practices on the grounds that
such practices are cither harmful in and of themselves or harmful to the extent that they
delay or discourage consultation with practitioners of scientific medicine. In this light,
it is not just that folklore is dying out, but rather it is a good thing that folklore is dying
out. Moreover since it is regrettable that folklore isn’t dying out at an even faster pace, the
implication is that people should give the devolutionary process a helping hand.

The education versus folklore (or to put it in other terms: truth versus error) dichot-
omy is intimately related to the devolutionary premise. In essence, the idea is that the more
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education, especially the more literacy, the less the illiteracy and thus the less the number of
folk and the less the folklore. It is wrongly assumed that literate people have no folklore.

This is really the evolutionary progress idea restated. As nonliterate and illiterate peo-
ple become literate, they will tend to lose their folklore. Typical is Gerould’s remark: “Not
until the spread of primary education and the conversion of the general public from oral
to visual habits, which took place in the nineteenth century, was folk-song marked for
destruction.”® Much sounder, of course, is Albert Lord’s position: “While the presence
of writing in a society can have an effect on oral tradition, it does not necessarily have an
effect at all”#! It is certainly doubtful whether increased literacy and education have seri-
ously affected the quality and quantity of folk speech or jokes, at least in American culture.
Moreover, if there is any validity to what has been termed the concept of “postliterate man”
(as opposed to preliterate or nonliterate man), referring to the idea that the information
communicated by such mass media as radio, television, and movies depends upon the oral-
aural circuit rather than upon writing or print, then it becomes even more obvious that
oral tradition in so-called civilized societies has not been snuffed out by literacy.

The difference between a future oriented worldview involving progressive evolution
out of folklore and a past oriented worldview reveling romantically in the glorious folklor-
istic materials of nationalistic patrimonies seems to be clear cut. However, it is important
to realize that not everyone shares the future oriented evolutionistic postulate. There are a
number of devolutionary based philosophies of life, philosophies which decry the inroads
made by civilization. In such philosophies of cultural primitivism* the golden age remains
safely embedded in the past while the evils of civilization do their deadly work, destroying
all that is deemed good and worthwhile. From this perspective, folklore and civilization are
still antithetical—just as they were in Tylorian times, but the critical difference is that folk-
lore is good and civilization is bad, rather than the other way around. The distinction can
also be expressed in terms of utility. The nineteenth century doctrine of progress included
a bias towards utilitarianism. Evolution and progress meant an increase of useful cultural
items. In this light, folklore as a vestigial remain or relic was defined as essentially useless.*®
With the substitution of devolution for evolution in general worldview, there comes the
possibility of transvaluing folklore into something usefz/ rather than useless. An example
of this may be found in some of the psychological approaches to folklore.

Freud summarized the devolutionary philosophy of life in Civilization and Its
Discontents—the title itself indicates the bias—when he stated that “our so-called civili-
zation itself is to blame for a great part of our misery, and we should be much happier if
we were to give it up and go back to primitive conditions.”** Note also that the Freudian
method consisted of clarifying or removing present neuroses by treating them as surviv-
als from a fuller, more complete event in the individual’s past. The historical reconstruc-
tion of the traumatic ur-form to explain apparently irrational and fragmentary phenom-
ena is cut from the same methodological cloth as the majority of folklore reconstruction
techniques, More revealing perhaps for folkloristics are the actual approaches to folklore
found in the anthroposophical tradition of Rudolf Steiner and his followers as well as in
the applications of analytical psychology by Carl Jung and his followers. For both Steiner
and Jung, folklore represented an important vehicle by means of which individuals could
travel backwards through time to gain vital spiritual benefit. In other words, one of the
ways of getting back to nature, ideal human nature that is, and away from forward march-
ing destructive civilization, was by regaining contact with folklore. Rudolf Steiner’s influ-
ential lecture “The Interpretation of Fairy Tales,” given on December 26, 1908, in Berlin,
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clearly illustrates the devolutionary nature of civilization as opposed to folklore. Fairy
tales, according to Steiner, belong to time immemorial when people still had clairvoy-
ant powers and when they had access to spiritual reality. In modern times, people have
wrongly engaged in intellectual pursuits and have gotten out of touch with spiritual real-
ity. Fortunately, by reading and understanding (anthroposophically, of course) fairy tales,
moderns can attempt to rediscover their long lost spiritual heritage. In like fashion with
only slightly less mystical language does Jung argue that myths and their archetypes “hark
back to a prehistoric world with its own spiritual preconceptions. Like Steiner, Jung
assumes that the primeval spiritual reality is fundamentally a Christian one, and, like
Steiner, he is unalterably opposed to intellectual and rational attempts to explain the con-
tent of myth. Perhaps the overt Christian cast of Steiner and Jung’s approach to folklore
accounts for the placement of the golden age in the past. Fallen from grace and tainted by
civilization, people need to find balm for their injured souls by immersing themselves in
myths and tales which are presumed to offer the possibility of at least partial spiritual sal-
vation. In this view, it is not folklore but the spiritual person which is running the risk of
dying out. It is curious how little notice the Steiner and Jung positions have obtained from
folklorists, for in truth they are pioneers in the uncharted area of applied folklore. Folklore
in their conceptual framework provides a unique source of therapy for the troubled if not
sick mind of the modern person.

Having delineated the nature of the devolutionary premise, one can see the history of
folklore scholarship in a new light. It would appear that each successive methodological
innovation has consisted largely of a slightly different application of devolutionary the-
ory. If it is accurate to say that Max Miiller’s solar mythology yielded to Andrew Lang and
company’s “anthropological folklore” approach, then one can see that the crucial notion
of the “disease of language” was replaced by a notion that fully formed “rational” savage
ideas devolved through time to become fragmentary, irrational mental survivals in civiliza-
tion. Moreover, one might consider that one offshoot of the survival theory was the more
specific myth-ritual approach in which games, folkdances, and popular rhymes were pre-
sumed to be degenerate derivatives of original myths or even earlier rituals. One thinks, for
example, of Lewis Spence’s contention that folk rhymes including some nursery rhymes
are frequently survivals of myth and ritual, “that is, they represent in a broken-down or cor-
rupted form, the spoken or verbal description of rite.”* In addition, if it is accurate to say
that the late nineteenth century unilinear cultural evolutionary based doctrine of surviv-
als in turn lost its sway in folklore circles to make way for the Finnish version of the older
comparative method, then one can similarly see that the degeneration oriented concept of
mutilated, vestigial survivals has been succeeded by a technique whereby multitudinous
versions of an item of folklore—versions which are said to suffer from the alleged ravages
of performance—are amassed with the hope of reconstructing the perfect, albeit hypo-
thetical, basic form from which these numerous partial realizations must have sprung. The
question is thus not whether there is a devolutionary bias or premise in folklore theory and
method. There can be no doubt that there is. The question is merely which devolutionary
scheme is in vogue at any given point in time.”’

In evaluating the significance of identifying a devolutionary premise in folklore theory,
there are several possibilities. One of these is that folklore is in fact devolving and that the
various expressions of the devolutionary premise simply attest to this. Another possibility,
however, is that the devolutionary premise is a culture bound product of a larger nineteenth
century European worldview, a worldview which favored romanticism and primitivism,
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and which encouraged scholars in many disciplines to look and work backwards, that is,
toward the presumed perfect past. If this were the case, then it might be useful to suggest
alternative a priori premises so that modern folklorists might be enabled to escape the vise
of devolutionary thought. One could, for example, propose a cyclic scheme® in which it
was assumed that folklore materials could rise phoenix-wise after a period of degeneration.
Or one could construct a model in which folklore actually improved or rather evolved in
time. Why must we assume, for example, that jokes told in any one age are necessarily infe-
rior in any way to those told in ages past? Is it not within the realm of human possibility
that a new version of an old joke might be a finer example of oral style and humor than its
precursors? There should be recognition of the fact that change per se is not necessarily neg-
ative. Change is neutral; it is neither good nor bad. It may be either; it may be both. In this
light, the unity, as Ortutay referred to it, of “one creation—innumerable variants™ need
not depend upon the idea that the initial one creation is perfect and the innumerable vari-
ants which follow merely imperfect derivatives. The whole idea of one creation giving rise
to multiple variants is very likely a manifestation of what the intellectual historian Lovejoy
described under the framework of the great chain of being, a dominant intellectual con-
cept in eighteenth and nineteenth century Europe.”® The many deriving from the one may
certainly be conceived as belonging not to a set in which perfection is necessarily assumed
to be logically prior to imperfection, but rather to a set in which members may be ranked
genealogically or hierarchically (e.g., in esthetic terms) or even as existential equals.

With a more eclectic theoretical framework, one might say that folklore in general is
NOT devolving or dying out, but only that somze genres or some examples of some genres
are decreasing in popularity or usage, e.g., the true riddle or ballad in American urban soci-
ety. By the same token, one might say that folklore in general is NOT evolving or being
born, but only that some genres or some examples of some genres are increasing in popular-
ity or usage and that occasionally new folklore forms are created. One need not, in other
words, place the golden age cither in the far distant past or in the far distant future. One
may merely indicate that folklore is a universal: there has always been folklore and in all
likelihood there will always be folklore. As long as humans interact and in the course of so
doing employ traditional forms of communication, folklorists will continue to have golden
opportunities to study folklore.
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9
FoLK IDEAS AS UNITS OF WORLDVIEW

(Postscript) Worldview in Folk Narrative

Introduction

The opening essay of this section is significant for its groundbreaking interpretation of
worldview in folkloristic terms. Dundes was not the first to point to the interpretation
of worldview as a valuable goal of cultural study, but he made a tremendous contribution
by proposing that worldview—a concept often noted for its diffuseness and vagueness—
could be clarified with reference to the fundamental units of analysis he called “folk ideas.”
Dundes thought of worldview generally as “the way a people perceive the world and its
place in it and sought to objectify this perception with the use of folklore as source mate-
rial. An important distinction he made between folk ideas and expressive genres (such as
beliefs or proverbs) was that the folk idea was not a genre, but rather was evident across
genres. Folk ideas underlaid the thought and action of a given group of people, and, there-
fore, were markers of their identity. Yet, in Dundes’s words, “they are not likely to appear
consistently in any fixed-phrase form.” They were not “myths,” which folklorists thought of
as a narrative form, and they could be popularly used to connote fallacy. The issue was not
the veracity of these ideas, but rather that they were “underlying assumptions” affecting
outlooks as well as expressions. Dundes also referred to folk ideas as “unstated premises,”
“existential postulates,” “notions,” “conceptions,” or “cultural axioms” that could be dis-
cerned not only in folk culture, but also in popular movies and television, objects, adver-
tising, and other commercial items. He thus called upon folklorists to broadly commit to
the study of human thought, rather than follow a natural history model of the collection
and classification of items somehow divorced from contemporary life.

Dundes applied a linguistic model, by likening folk ideas to generative principles of
grammar that were difficult for natives to articulate. He argued that just as languages were
governed by inducible principles, worldviews were equally highly patterned. The whole
could be discerned from cultural expressions, “particles,” as Dundes called them. Thus,
folklore became especially significant as a comparable, empirical source that acted as a met-
aphor for the cultures in which it was found. Methodological problems still had to be
addressed, such as whether the compared material, especially in different contexts, was in
fact comparable; whether the texts were truly representative; and whether the quantity
and variety of texts were sufficient. Still, Dundes emphasized that the pursuit of worldview
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was crucial to the overall objective of identifying cultural patterning in microcosms. These
microcosms, he hypothesized, “may be isomorphically parallel to macrocosms,” that is,
they were minute expressions of overarching, culturally shared cognition and values.

Since Dundes had contributed to, and called for, the definition of genres, particularly
with structural criteria, his criticisms of genre work in the “folk ideas” essay may seem
surprising. He did not abandon the definitional project, but his concern was that collec-
tion and classification had become ends in themselves rather than steps in identification,
leading toward interpretation. The renowned archives he amassed at Berkeley, arranged in
fact by genre, are testimony to the utility of collection and classification in the folkloristic
enterprise. He implied, though, that the obsession for ordering aggregate data was a disci-
plinary “folk idea,” or at least a “habit of thinking” that “artificially” limited research; see
his suggestion (in the essay on the psychology of collecting, later in this volume) for theo-
rizing that collecting and classification were forms of anal retention by which material was
held in, and therefore not worked with into expansive interpretations. A keystone of his
comparative approach was to find symbolically equivalent images and texts across genres,
cultures, and even transmitting media. In his scholarly jeremiad, he insisted that the goal
of the folkloristic enterprise should not be the assignment of collected items to one genre
or another, but, instead, the interpretation of their meaning.

Dundes was not alone in his plea and plaint. His “folk ideas” essay originally appeared
as part of a paradigm-changing symposium called Toward New Perspectives in Folklore.
Richard Bauman, in his introduction to this book, characterized Dundes as taking “a char-
acteristic role [in the group], that of extender and rearranger of the conceptual boundar-
ies of the field,” and sharing with others a questioning of “the received canon” of folklore
genres and diachronic methods. Unlike others in his cohort, who were oriented toward
contextual and performance perspectives, and who, in the words of editor Paredes, were
“less interested in defining a general concept of folklore than in delimiting folklore in spe-
cific situations” (1972), Dundes called for cutting an even wider conceptual swath with
folklore. His objectives were more cognitive than behavioral, more global than situational,
more macro than micro.

Subsequently, a number of studies picked up on Dundes’s concept of folk ideas. For
example, Patrick Mullen extended the comparison of Mexican and American worldviews.
From fieldwork with the borderlands fishing community on the Texas Gulf Coast, he
reported different patterns in the conclusion of buried treasure stories among Mexicans
and Americans. With the former, tellers report finding treasure, while with the latter, trea-
sure is not retrieved or the seeker is fatally cursed. Mullen concluded that the narrative
evidence confirmed Dundes’s contrast of limited good in Mexican society (as described
by George Foster) and unlimited good in American society (1978). In the Mexican view,
since wealth was limited and a rigid class system prevented mobility, the explanation given
of a person’s success was that he or she must have landed treasure. With “good” or wealth
perceived as unlimited, and mobility accessible in the American worldview, the legends
discouraged finding the treasure because work would be rewarded. America, according to
Dundes, “remains a land of opportunity, that boundless wealth is still readily available to
anyone with the energy and the initiative to dig for it.”

Dundes pointed out that folk ideas were not only narrated, but also materialized. To
demonstrate, he extended the analysis of how national societies perceive “good” via his
study of folk toys that featured pecking chickens placed on a paddle. The beaks are attached
to a weighted string, and when the paddle is moved, the beaks peck at the wooden surface
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on the paddle. He found that the American versions of the toy are the only ones to use edi-
ble food; each chicken has an individual portion of corn kernels, leading him to the con-
clusion that “only a country with an abundant food supply could waste food to construct
or decorate a toy” (1989). Other countries vary in the space provided for pecking and in
the extent of food depicted, which suggested to Dundes that makers constructed toys in
accordance with the “unstated premises” of their society. He showed objects produced
in India that “hint at a basic overpopulation problem,” while Swedish versions have “an
unbounded and near infinite amount of food.” For an alternative interpretation of the toy
in a situated event using a psychoanalytical perspective, see Bronner 2005d.

Dundes’s concept of the folk idea did not go unchallenged. Stephen Stern and Simon
J. Bronner criticized the ahistorical tendencies of worldview analysis, which often led to
the false conclusion that the perception of limits remained constant through time, and
extends uniformly to the whole society (1980). Methodologically, there was the tempta-
tion to be selective with the evidence, ignoring contradictory sources that did not fit the
theme, either to give the appearance of an unequivocal pattern, or to begin with one’s con-
clusion and find data to fit the theme. Aware of the methodological pitfalls, Dundes him-
self warned that “it is dangerous to speculate on the basis of too few texts or exemplars.”

Another critical concern is the extension of identity to generalizations of national char-
acter. Dundes raised this worry in this essay, when he attempted to differentiate between
stereotypes as false generalizations (“folk fallacies;” he called them) and folk ideas. Secking
to show American folklore as a reflection of an American type or theme, folklorist
Richard M. Dorson—coming out of an American Studies background—fused the con-
cept of folk ideas to the approach of “image, symbol, and myth” (which he credited to the
work of Henry Nash Smith; see Smith 1950). In this approach, distinctive expressions of
Americanness, arising historically from unique American conditions, were held up as signs
of national identity. See, for example, the “American Cultural Myths” (“The Noble and
Ignoble Savage,” “Rags to Riches,” “Fables of Innocence,” and “American Adam”) described
in the Handbook of American Folklore, which Dorson edited (1983), or his narrative study,
America in Legend (1973). Methodologically, one examined the expressions of values (vis-
ible images and texts in art, literature, and folklore), evaluated them for their symbolism,
and connected them to overarching non-narrative “myths” or ideas. The significance of
this model was that it suggested that ideas drive action, thus setting up a causal connec-
tion between culture and historical events. But critics have also noted the reductionist ten-
dency to equate societies to singular “characters” that stress exceptional traits or values;
they bristle at the implications of a collective American mind or “group think.” Dundes,
for his part, acknowledged that sometimes prevalent ideas in a society can be oppositional,
suggesting cultural tensions and paradoxes (for an American Studies demonstration of this
notion, see Kammen 1972).

Dundes defined “national character” as a “cluster of specific personality traits which
can be empirically identified” (1986). He added that as a folklorist, he examined these
traits as expressed in folklore, and encouraged the comparative study of national charac-
ter. Following from the folklorist’s concern for how traditions diffuse, he hypothesized
that people take their national character with them when they migrate. “Individuals may
behave differently in a foreign setting,” he wrote, “but it is not so easy to shed one’s national
character” He distinguished between national stereorypes and character as the difference
between what people perceive they (or others) are like in the former, and what people actu-
ally are in the latter. Acknowledging regional, ethnic, and class differences with a nation’s
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boundaries, he nonetheless advocated for an empirical approach to national character that
shed its past associations with romantic nationalism and national socialism, and dealt with
cultural patterning (and shared “folk ideas”) in a society. Here is the source of the com-
ment, cited above, which he offered to colloquy speakers in the Netherlands who were
critical of national character. “There is a difference between New Englanders in the United
States and residents of the so-called “Deep South,” but there are also commonalities which
all Americans share regardless of regionalism, class affiliation, or ethnic identity. For exam-
ple, the delight in exaggeration (as opposed to the understatement of Englishmen) seems
to be a general facet of American national character, a delight incidentally which probably
masks a basic feeling of insecurity and inferiority vis-a-vis Europeans. Boasting and brag-
ging (about being the biggest and best) is a sure sign of such feelings of cultural inferior-
ity. In the same way, Prussians may be different from Bavarians, but both north and south
Germans share a penchant for matters scatological.” His last statement referred to his study
of German national character (1984a). (He told the group that his publisher insisted on
replacing his use of “national character” in the original title with “culture.”) Regarding
Dundes’s thesis of migrating traits, see the use of his concept in Bronner 2007. For other
statements on national character, see Dundes 1975h, 1969b.

Eminent folklorist Linda Dégh iterated the concept that worldview motivates any
human action. She defined it as the “sum total of subjective interpretations of perceived
and experienced reality of individuals,” and noted that narratives, in particular, are “loaded
with worldview expressions.” Reviewing Dundes’s call for worldview study, she argued that
folklorists had an advantage in using the “specific” source material of folklore, rather than
the “inconcrete” materials of other fields (1994). A year later, in the same journal, Dundes
took her cue, and both encouraged renewed attention to the concept and elaborated on
his use of worldview—more than twenty years after his initial publication. In his post-
script, he constructed a binary between an “old” and “modern” notion of worldview. In
his model, the old approach was synonymous with cosmology, the view of one’s place in
the world or cosmos. In contrast, the modern notion was more cognitive and structural.
In his words, “it refers to the way in which people perceive the world through native cat-
egories and unstated premises or axioms.” One difference between the two notions, he
pointed out, was the level of conscious awareness. Cosmology was conscious, while the
second kind of worldview was not. He mused that the modern concept was not a Freudian
or Jungian unconscious, but a linguistic one in the sense that “speakers of a language are
not ‘conscious’ of the grammatical laws governing their speech.” Looking to the future, he
urged folklorists to delineate the unconscious worldview postulates, which, he wrote, “are
so artfully articulated in folk narrative and other forms of folklore.”

For further discussion of worldview in cultural study, see Kearney 1972, 1984; Hill and
Mannheim 1992; Naugle 2002; and Sire 2004.
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FoR SOME TIME NOW, FOLKLORISTS have become increasingly annoyed at what
they regard as a nonprofessional and indiscriminately extended use of the term “myth” to
apply to a wide variety of materials. Accordingly, folklorists are wont to shudder when they
read discussions about the “myth” of capitalism or the “myth” of race by different social sci-
entists, who often use “myth” simply as a synonym for “error” or “fallacy.” These definitely
are not what the folklorist means by the term “myth,” folklorists carefully explain to ques-
tioning students. To the folklorist, a myth is first of all a narrative and that alone rules out
most of what modern social scientists refer to under the rubric of myth. Generally speak-
ing, social scientists’ use of the term “myth” has little or nothing to do with traditional nar-
rative forms. Rather it has to do with a belief or a belief system. Moreover, their use of the
term “myth” nearly always carries an explicit negative connotation as in Ashley Montagu’s
book in which race or racism is referred to as man’s most dangerous myth.!

If folklorists wish to guard their own narrow definition of myth in the sense of a sacred
oral narrative, explaining how the earth or man came to be in their present form, then they
ought to offer some constructive terminological alternative to refer to those cultural phe-
nomena that nonfolklorists persist in calling myths. The mere insistence by folklorists that
such phenomena as political “myths” are not really true myths doesn’t solve the problem.
If these materials are not myths, then what are they? And should they, whatever they are,
be studied by folklorists or not?

I believe that there are traditional notions or conceptions that properly belong in
the province of the professional folklorist but which have never been fully recognized
as being part of folklore because of the folklorist’s obstinate tendency to be bound by
traditional genres. There can be no question that genre theory has been instrumental in
shaping the discipline of folkloristics. Once any corpus of folklore has been collected, it
is to matters of genre classification that folklorists invariably turn. Obviously the exigen-
cies of archiving have forced the folklorist to think in terms of classification and genres.
“What do I call this?” and “Where do I file it?” are common questions in folklore archives
around the world. Within conventional genres, for example, myth, folktales, and games,
there are, of course, elaborate refinements of subclassification schemes created in order
to facilitate “information retrieval” But despite the practical necessity of defining and
refining genre categories, the fact remains that the folklorist’s habit of thinking of his or
her field almost exclusively in terms of traditional genres tends to be a limiting one. It is
a habit which leads him or her to emphasize certain kinds of folkloristic materials and to
totally ignore others.

The genre divisions often artificially limit research. For example, a scholar may write about
themes in mythology or even in a single myth and pay no attention to the occurrence of the
identical themes in other genres. Even course offerings in folklore, and occasionally whole
research institutes, are organized by genre. Yet surveys or even partial surveys of various sup-
posedly established genres reveal that there is frequently little agreement among folklor-
ists as to precisely what a given genre is.* Are genres cross-cultural or not? Is what American
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folklorists consider under the genre label “proverb” the same as what a German folklorist calls
a Sprichwort or what a Japanese folklorist calls kotowaza? We are aware of the fact that in any
one culture there may be a difference between folk or native categories on the one hand and
analytic categories on the other. What the folk in the United States might term “old sayings,”
the American folklorist might group under “superstition,” “proverb,” etc. But what are the cri-
teria for the establishment of these various analytic categories? And to what extent are these
criteria applicable to folkloristic materials from other cultures?

Let me illustrate some of the difficulty by citing a concrete example. Most American
folklorists would probably agree that “Lightning never strikes twice in the same place” is a
bona fide item of folklore. But to what genre does it belong? I believe that depending upon
the specific context and use of this item in a particular situation, the item may be cither a
superstition o7 a proverb in terms of conventional genre distinctions. If the item is believed
literally to be a fact of nature—an individual in the midst of a thunderstorm consciously
standing on a place where lightning has previously struck to avoid being hit—then the
item would normally be classified as a folk belief or superstition. If, on the other hand, it is
taken metaphorically to mean simply that history is nonrepetitive and that an individual
who has suffered one misfortune is unlikely to suffer an identical one, then the item would
most probably be labelled as a proverb. Incidentally, this example demonstrates the fallacy
of simply collecting folklore text items without regard to context and publishing long lists
of raw data without accompanying full explanations.

There are many other perplexing problems having to do with genre assignment. To
what genre does “All signs fail in dry weather” belong? I would be tempted to classify it
as a metafolkloristic proverb commenting upon the lack of reliability of sign superstitions
having to do with predicting rainfall. How would American folklorists classify the idea
that when it thunders, God is moving his furniture, or that potato carts are rolling across
the sky, or that two clouds are bumping their heads together, or that angels are rolling
stones downhill? The variant which ascribes thunder to gnomes’ bowling up in the sky is
probably related to Washington Irving’s story of Rip Van Winkle.? To say that such items
are used to allay the fears of small children when they hear thunder is not to say to what
genre of folklore they belong. Other weather phenomena are similarly described: “The old
woman is picking her geese” means it’s snowing, with the falling snow presumably being
the plucked goose feathers, and the rain is “Angels crying.” These are not proverbs and they
are not superstitions. They are rarely if ever believed to be true and they are hardly tradi-
tional causal statements of the form “If A then B, unless C.” Kuusi in his excellent study of
“The Devil is Beating His Wife,” said when rain falls but the sun continues to shine, uses
the term circumlocution. Of course, one might argue that it doesn’t really matter to what
genres such items belong. It is sufficient to collect and analyze the items without worry-
ing about how to classify them. The practical question of where to file them in folklore
archives still remains, however.

One could imagine that in time folklorists might agree as to the generic nature of fic-
tive weather descriptions, but what about a notion found in American culture that every-
thing or every person has its or his price? There are numerous traditional expressions
concerning the measure of money, for example, “Money isn’t everything but it helps,”
“Money talks,” “What does it mean in dollars and cents?” In fact, Americans are suspi-
cious of items priced too low. Bargains are desirable, but “something for nothing” may be
of poor quality. The rule of thumb seems to be “You get what you pay for.” This idea that
any object can be measured in monetary terms seems to be a traditional one in American
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culture; but it is not always stated in fixed-phrase form, and therefore it is probably inap-
propriate to call it a proverb. Moreover, if it is not a traditional statement of cause and
effect we folklorists would probably not feel comfortable in classifying it as a supersti-
tion—though possibly we might attempt to label it as a folk belief. In any event, I sug-
gest that the idea that any thing or any person can be “bought”—whether or not it is
ultimately true—is a part of American worldview. Furthermore, it is an important part
of American worldview inasmuch as Americans may deal with peoples from other cul-
tures who do not share such a materialistic, capitalistic view of the world. To the extent
that such premises or ideas are traditional, I believe they are part of folklore and that they
should be studied by folklorists. As a concession to our nominalizing penchant, I propose
we term such notions “folk ideas.”

By “folk ideas,” I mean traditional notions that a group of people have about the nature
of humanity, of the world, and of life in the world. Folk ideas would not constitute a genre
of folklore but rather would be expressed in a great variety of different genres. Proverbs
would almost certainly represent the expression of one or more folk ideas, but the same
folk ideas might also appear in folktales, folksongs, and in fact almost every conventional
genre of folklore, not to mention nonfolkloristic materials. However, insofar as folk ideas
are the unstated premises which underlie the thought and action of a given group of peo-
ple, they are not likely to appear consistently in any fixed-phrase form.

There may well be other terms that might be considered more appropriate than “folk
ideas,” for instance, “basic premises,” “cultural axioms,” or “existential postulates.” The par-
ticular term is really not the point. What is important is the task of identifying the vari-
ous underlying assumptions held by members of a given culture. All cultures have underly-
ing assumptions and it is these assumptions or folk ideas which are the building blocks of
worldview. Any one worldview will be based upon many individual folk ideas and if one is
seriously interested in studying worldview, one will need first to describe some of the folk
ideas which contribute to the formation of that worldview. Sometimes, folk ideas may be
articulated in a particular proverb or exemplum, but if folk ideas are normally expressed
not in one but rather in a variety of genres, then it is imperative that the folklorist make
the attempt to extrapolate such ideas from the folklore as a whole. To do this, the folklor-
ist must of necessity escape the self-imposed bind of genres and categories. Once one has
identified a number of folk ideas present in a culture, one may begin to perceive what the
pattern, if any, of these ideas is and how each of the ideas is related to the total worldview
of that culture.

It would be folly at this point even to speculate about the possible number of folk ideas
in American culture, but it might be useful to discuss several tentative folk ideas as a means
of illustrating the nature of such ideas and how they are manifested in folklore. Let us
assume for the sake of argument that one American folk idea is that there is no real limit
as to how much of any one commodity can be produced. The traditional phrase “There’s
(plenty) more where that came from” could refer to an invitation to eat heartily as there
is an abundant supply in the kitchen or it could refer to a warning to a bully that there is
more punishment in store for him if he doesn’t keep his distance. If we wished to label this
particular tentative folk idea, we might term it “the principle of unlimited good.” One
advantage of this label is the contrast it affords with the “principle of limited good” which
anthropologist George Foster has suggested as a characteristic notion in Mexican (and
other) peasant cultures.® This also raises the interesting question of how folk ideas as units
of worldview of the “scientific” observer might influence what “folk ideas” the folklorist
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might discover in the other cultures he studies. The notion of “limited good” is obviously
particularly striking to members of a culture who share a notion of unlimited good.

There seem to be numerous expressions of the folk idea of unlimited good in American
society. “The sky’s the limit” would be one expression while “shooting the moon” in the
card game of hearts or “going for broke” might be others. The idea that “Any man can
be President” (despite that fact that no woman and no African American has ever been
President) suggests the lack of limit to opportunity. Politicians who promise “a car in every
garage and a chicken in every pot” could only be convincing in a culture where there were
avirtually limitless number of cars and chickens possible.

Another illustration of the principle of unlimited good is perhaps provided by American
buried treasure legends. In this context, it may be significant that most accounts end with
the treasure still not recovered. This suggests that Americans think that America remains
a land of opportunity, that boundless wealth is still readily available to anyone with the
energy and initiative to go dig for it. The fact that the legends are open ended—they do
not end as some legends do—may indicate that they are standing invitations to Americans
to dig and provide their own happy ending to the story. This may have to do with other
American folk ideas such as: “Hard work will pay off,” “Where there’s a will, there’s a way,”
and more precisely with the proviso that the “pay off” and “way” will consist of material
reward, for instance, treasure or money. American buried treasure legends afford an inter-
esting comparison with Mexican treasure tales insofar as the latter traditions include the
finding of the treasure. In fact, as Foster observes, it is the finding of buried treasure that is
used to explain the appearance of sudden wealth in a Mexican peasant community where
the principle of limited good prevails.” Normally, with such a view, one could only obtain
wealth at someone else’s expense. The discovery of buried treasure may represent a form of
supernatural aid for fortunate individuals. In contrast, in American worldview, the good
fortune of one individual does not necessarily mean misfortune for another. With a notion
of unlimited good, there can be good fortune for all.

The contrast between limited good and unlimited good is one which could be extended
way beyond discussions of buried treasure legends. For instance, a comparison of Mexican
(and for that matter, European) universities with American universities in the area of pro-
fessorial appointments reveals the same contrast. In the hierarchical European system,
there is usually only one professor in a subject at a particular university or at any rate only
a few professors. There is thus “limited good” and one cannot obtain a “chair” unless it is
vacated, for example, by the death of an incumbent. This is why young academicians are
forced to wait expectantly—almost vulture-like—for an opening to occur. They must then
fight each other for the post. In the American system, there are many professors in a sub-
jectat a university. In theory, there is room for all to be advanced and one need not wait or
hope for a colleague’s misfortune in order to be promoted.

Assuming that there is a folk idea in American culture having to do with the notion of
unlimited good, we can see that it may be manifested in materials as diverse as proverbs
and legends. But are there folk ideas which are without expression in traditional folklore
genres? If so, then this would present special methodological problems for the folklorist
who was anxious to identify folk ideas. Let us consider as a possible American folk idea the
notion that if something is good for you, it must taste bad. If it doesn’t have a bad taste,
then it probably won’t help you. This notion could apply to food; for example, to vegeta-
bles which children are asked to consume in the name of good health, or to bitter medi-
cines. (One popular brand of mouthwash even features the bad taste of the product in its
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1970 advertising as though its awful taste were somehow conclusive proof of its effective-
ness.) This possible folk idea may or may not be related ultimately to the Puritan attitudes
towards pleasure and pain to the effect that pleasure is sinful and that one must experience
pain and the denial of pleasure to achieve salvation. (This association with the Puritan
ethic is also suggested by the corollary idea that if something tastes good—like candy—it
must be bad for your health. ) In any case, the point here is simply that the folk idea of bad-
tasting things being more likely to be good for one than good-tasting things is, in my opin-
ion, a part of traditional American thought that is likely to be overlooked by folklorists
whose powers of observation are limited by conventional genre categories.

Both ideas, that of unlimited good and that of salvation through suffering, share a com-
mitment to progress. Tomorrow will be better than today, and today in turn is better than
yesterday. The future orientation in American worldview is tied to a “bigger and better”
principle!® However, it is “achieving” rather than “achievement” that counts and the folk
ideas lead ultimately to frustration. This may be seen by considering some of the many
forms and symbols of success in American culture, for example, position in a rank-order
scheme, as in football teams or automobile rental agencies vying to be “number one,” the
acquisition of sizable financial resources—the size often indicated by the number of figures
in one’s annual salary, the number of acres of one’s estate, the number of rooms (especially
bathrooms!) in one’s home, and the number of cars that one owns. But it is not success per
se that is worshipped. Rather it is the process of becoming a success that is admired. Once
one has achieved success, one is established and it is time to look for a new achiever. There
must always be new losers or underdogs to root for. Americans love upsets; they love to see
favorites and front-runners get beaten. “Records were made to be broken.”

These folk ideas produce frustration. On the one hand, there is a drive towards success,
but on the other hand, attainment of success can, by definition, be but a temporary one in
the context of a progressive continuum of change. Whatever the success is, it is bound to be
surpassed by a new success, probably by someone else. This is noncyclic worldview. It is lin-
car and it builds from successful climax to successful climax. This means that with an open
system, one can never achieve the ultimate climax, one can never achieve perfection. With
the principle of unlimited good, there are always more mountains to be scaled, problems
to be solved, money to be made. This suggests a worldview which allows satisfactions, but
only limited ones. In other words, the principle of unlimited good in and of itself implies
frustration since one can in theory never acquire all the good however good is measured.

The linearity of American life so beautifully described by Dorothy Lee” and so evident
in the American definitions of success and progress should not blind us to the possibility
that two or more folk ideas in a single worldview system may be in opposition. One need
not assume that all the folk ideas of a given culture are necessarily mutually reconcilable
within a uniform, harmonious worldview matrix. For example, the line is one model of
American thought. One respects directness and “straight” talk. One dislikes people who
are “crooked” and one hopes they will eventually go “straight” and get “squared” away (for
example, ex-con Square Johns) . People who get “out of line” need to be “straightened out.”
In business, one tries to get a “line” on something, a “line” of goods perhaps. One must be
“sharp” and look for “angles.” In general, the line is opposed to the circle. Circular reason-
ing is despised, as are most roundabout ways of speaking. “Going around in circles” is a
traditional metaphor for ineffectiveness and futility. It is believed that people who are lost
go in circles. One of the traditional goals of mathematicians is to “square the circle;” a neat
encapsulation of the “line conquering the circle.”
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Recently, the line versus the circle opposition has taken a new turn. It has been restated
in terms of straight versus groovy. Curves mean “curvaceous” and sex; lines mean “straight”
or “square” and the denial of sex. There is a movement away from the “straight and narrow”
towards the “groovy and broad.” It is possible that part of the shift has come from African
American subculture. For decades, African Americans accepted the straight world of the
dominant white culture, even to the extent of trying to “straighten” kinky, curly hair. But
finally, African American culture has begun to stop denying cyclicity and circularity. In
fact, middle class whites have even begun to imitate African American culture. This may
be seen in folk and popular dance. The “square” dance and the standard popular dance step
known as the “box step” have yielded to twisting, rotating round dance movements as the
American white body has sought release from the restricting confines of Puritan strait-jack-
ets. Professor Roger Abrahams has suggested to me that the circular worldview may stem
from the cyclic nature of rural country life with its calendrical cycle as model. Following
this reasoning, one is tempted to see urban life as insisting upon the more efficient line as in
square city blocks and actual efforts to eliminate curves in well-travelled roads.

There are other examples of folk ideas in opposition. For instance, in American culture
there is the folk idea that all individuals are or should he equal in terms of opportunity.
We have already mentioned the “Any man can be President” philosophy. Through rugged
individualism, any person can in theory move “from rags to riches” in a Horatio Alger-like
pattern. This folk idea is supported by the Puritan ethic and capitalism. At the same time,
there is the folk idea, intimately related to the notion of democracy, that political decisions
should be made not on the basis of individual wishes, but on the basis of what is deemed
best by and for the majority. Thus if social security and a welfare state are adjudged best
for the majority, then individuals must turn over the fruits of free enterprise to the state
for redistribution to the less fortunate. It is not easy to reconcile pure capitalism and pure
socialism. It is just as difficult to reconcile pure rugged individualism with the idea that the
individual must deny individualism in favor of what is best for the group. Both principles
are taught to American children and the fundamental opposition is left unresolved. (In
some sense, of course, all human societies have to wrestle with the problem of the rights of
the individual versus the rights of the group to which that individual belongs.) This is why
American children may become confused when they learn on the one hand that leader-
ship is a good and necessary thing but then, on the other hand, that in an ideal democracy,
everyone is equal and leaders are resented.

One solution to the leadership-democracy paradox is suggested by a children’s game.
It is variously titled “Patterns” or “Find the Leader” A group of children gather in a circle
and send an individual who has been chosen “It” out of the room or away from the playing
area. One child in the circle is then selected as “leader” and all the others have to imitate his
or her actions, such as handclapping, jumping up and down, and whirling around in place.
The leader changes the motions at intervals of his choice. “It” is summoned and given three
guesses to identify who in the circle is the leader, that is, who is responsible for causing the
various changes in the group’s movements. Obviously, a successful leader is one who can
artfully conceal the fact that it is he who is the first to start a new body movement. By the
same token, the other members of the circle must be able to follow without revealing to
“It” that they are following rather than leading. This children’s game may thus be provid-
ing a model for an ideal leadership role in American society, namely, that one should lead
without making it obvious that he is leading. Americans in positions of authority may be
forced to give orders in a nonauthoritarian way in contrast to leaders in societies who do
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not share the folk idea of egalitarianism (“anybody is as good as anybody else”) and who are
free to lead in autocratic, authoritarian fashion. This may be why in American culture one
may ask rather than order a subordinate to perform a certain task. Moreover, subordinate
employees may be given some of the accouterments of higher status positions, for example,
enlisted men wearing officer-style caps or janitors being rechristened custodians.

There are many other folk ideas in American culture which could be mentioned; an
important one is the idea that science and technology can eventually solve any problem.
Any problem which has not yet been solved could in theory be solved if enough money
could be poured into appropriate research efforts. Here we see a combination of the folk
idea concerning the infallibility of science and technology and the idea of the “everything
having its price.” (Also implied is the folk idea that humans can control their environ-
ment—rather than the environment controlling them.) However, the purpose of this essay
is not to attempt even a partial itemization of American folk ideas but only to call atten-
tion to the possibility of the existence of folk ideas.

One problem arising from the discussion of folk ideas has to do with traditional ste-
reotypes. The question is: are traditional stereotypes folk ideas or not? By traditional ste-
reotypes, I refer to such notions as “The French are great lovers,” “Blacks have a natural
sense of thythm,” or “Jews have big noses.” These might well be examples of what politi-
cal scientists or sociologists would call “myths”; but folklorists would surely not call these
myths. But just what would they call them? Are they folk beliefs? I am tempted to term
such traditional statements “folk fallacies” rather than folk ideas. They would be folk fal-
lacies because they are demonstrably false. Of course, there is always the matter of “prov-
ing” to everyone’s (including bigots’) satisfaction that folk fallacies are in fact fallacious.
No doubst, if the distinction between folk fallacies and folk ideas were to be accepted, there
might well be disputes about where individual items should be appropriately placed and in
this way should be plunged once more into the hopeless quagmire of genre-type classifica-
tory arguments. Yet I do think there is value in making a distinction between folk fallacies
and folk ideas. One difference is that the folk are normally consciously aware of folk falla-
cies (though not necessarily that they are fallacies) and can articulate them without difh-
culty. Folk fallacies are part of the stated premises of a culture. In contrast, individuals may
or may not be consciously aware of folk ideas and they may not be able to articulate them
at all. In this sense, folk fallacies tend to be “native” or folk statements as opposed to “ana-
lytic” statements which are descriptions of reality made as a result of and only after ana-
lytic study. Folk ideas would be more a matter of basic unquestioned premises concerning
the nature of man, of society, and of the world, and these premises although manifested in
folklore proper might not be at all obvious to the folk in whose thinking they were cen-
tral. Folk fallacies such as stereotypes would therefore be part of the conscious or self-con-
scious culture of a people whereas folk ideas would be part of the unconscious or unself-
conscious culture of a people.

The distinction between conscious and unconscious culture is not always easy to draw.
By unconscious culture, I do not mean repressed culture in any Freudian sense. Rather I
refer to the fact that individual members of a culture are not able to consciously articu-
late all aspects of their culture. Fortunately, people with virtually no conscious idea of the
nature of the grammar of their language are able to speak perfectly well and be understood
by other members of their culture who likewise have no conscious awareness of the gram-
matical nature of their language. There have been many metaphors for this lack of con-
sciousness (for example, a fish is not aware it is in water since it knows no other medium),
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but one of the most apt was used by Ruth Benedict when she remarked that “we do not see
the lens through which we look.”!

One of the essential tasks of anthropologists and folklorists is to make people aware,
consciously aware, of their cultures. However, if people become conscious of what was for-
merly unconscious, will the cultural patterning change? In the present context, the ques-
tion would be: if unstated folk ideas become stated folk ideas, will this have any effect
upon the influence of these ideas? It is 2 moot point. On the one hand, one could argue
that if more Americans were consciously aware of the folk idea that everything has its
price, it would not necessarily alter this mode of perceiving reality in the slightest. On the
other hand, if one wished to offer alternative measurement schemes, it would obviously be
extremely helpful to know what measurement criteria were already being employed. Thus
making the cultural unconscious conscious is the first step toward change—if that is what
is desired—much as psychoanalytic therapy aims to help individuals by first making their
unconscious conscious.

A final point should be made with respect to the relationship between folk ideas and
folk values. In discussions of worldview, there is commonly a distinction made between
worldview and ethos. Worldview refers to the cognitive, existential aspects of the way the
world is structured. Ethos refers to the normative and evaluative (including esthetic and
moral judgments) aspects of culture.” Hoebel’s terms are “existential postulates” as opposed
to “normative postulates” or values, though he seems to include both types of postulates
in the all encompassing term worldview.” In my opinion, it is possible if not probable that
there may be value judgments surrounding a folk idea, but the folk idea in one sense can be
considered independent of such value judgments. Assuming there is an American folk idea
that there is an unlimited amount of good, one can imagine that some individuals might
feel that this situation was a desirable one while others might feel that it was undesirable.
The folk idea per se would simply be an empirical description of the nature of reality (or
at least a segment of reality as perceived in one particular culture). Folk ideas, then, are no
more than descriptive constructs and as such they are neither good nor bad. The idea that
everything has its price could be cither good or bad or neither. In contrast, the proverb
“Money is the root of all evil” takes a definite moral position.

Folklorists in deciding whether or not they wish to make use of a concept such as folk
ideas should probably consider a number of factors. First of all, there is the question of the
traditionality of unstated premises. It is one thing to call a tale type traditional and quite
another to call the one or more folk ideas expressed in that tale type traditional. Moreover,
if folk ideas are articulated only after analysis, isn’t there a considerable risk in calling such
ideas traditional? Might not one be in danger of labelling a particular analyst’s idiosyn-
cratic formulations as “traditional?” Although an analyst might claim that his formula-
tions of “folk ideas” were extrapolated directly from folklore, they might perhaps be little
more than figments of his fertile imagination.

Secondly, doesn’t the proposed emphasis to be placed upon the search for folk ideas
constitute a serious threat to the continued research on individual genres? Aren’t folk ideas
in fact a kind of glorified super-genre supposedly underlying all other folklore genres?

There is also the question of methodology. How precisely does a folklorist determine
what the folk ideas of a given folk group are? How can one work inductively from folklor-
istic data to arrive at a delineation of one or more folk ideas?

There are certainly legitimate questions to be raised about the conceptualization of
folk ideas and their utility and practicality for folklore research. Nevertheless, I believe the



Folk Ideas as Units of Worldview 191

fundamental issue is the nature of the discipline of folkloristics. If folklorists are interested
only in collecting and preserving the heirlooms of the past so as to produce a permanent,
antiquarian “museum of the mind,” then they need not concern themselves with the pos-
sibility of studying folk ideas. However, if folklorists view folklore as raw material for the
study of human thought, then they might wish to seriously consider adopting this concept
or an improved analogous one. Folk ideas are not limited to folklore and they can surely
be found in movies, television, and the mass media generally. (In theory, a given folk idea
might pervade nearly every aspect of a culture.) Anyone therefore truly interested in folk
ideas—as opposed to being interested only in proverbs or in jokes—will have to cast his
net widely enough to include popular or literary culture as well.

If one is intrigued by the possibilities of examining folklore as source material for the
study of worldview, he or she might welcome a smaller unit of analysis. The concept of
worldview is too vague and diffuse to be of obvious use to folklorists. However, folk ideas
as units of worldview are much more manageable. Moreover, those writers who have long
been accustomed to using the term “myth” in a loose sense might be encouraged to use
“error” or “folk fallacy” where such is their meaning (as in the “myth” that blacks have
a natural sense of rhythm) and to use “folk idea” where that is appropriate, such as, the
“myth” of the frontier in American thought is clearly related to the folk idea of unlimited
good (with good expressed in space and opportunity), among others.

Finally there is the matter of the relevance of folk ideas to comparative studies and
applied folklore. It is perfectly conceivable that the identification of sets of folk ideas from
different cultures will facilitate valuable comparative analyses. No doubt when two cul-
tures come into contact, it is the conflict of folk ideas which causes the most difhculty. Yet
inasmuch as these folk ideas are unconscious, unstated premises, it is almost impossible to
place one’s finger on the specific details of the conflict. If folklorists can aid in the task of
identifying folk ideas, they may be able to assume a key role in improving communications
between peoples (and subcultures) and reducing the number of misunderstandings which
might otherwise arise. This would permit the study of folklore to take its proper place
among the “applied” social sciences.
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Postscript

Worldview in Folk Narrative

Linpa DEGH’s ELOQUENT ADVOCACY OF an approach to the study of folk
narrative which concentrates upon the extrapolation of worldview (1994) is most wel-
come. Dégh rightfully critiques the post-modern muddle which seems to result in either
re-inventing the wheel or simply spinning wheels already in place (1994:246). As a folk-
lorist who has long been concerned with analyzing worldview (Dundes 1969) utilizing
folklore ranging from festivals (Dundes and Falassi 1975:185-240) to folk toys (Dundes
1986), I would like to echo and amplify Dégh’s plea for more attention to worldview in
folk narrative studies.

First of all, there is an abundant literature devoted to the concept of worldview includ-
ing essays by anthropologists Redfield (1953), Geertz (1957), and Foster (1966). For rep-
resentative surveys, see Kearney (1972, 1984). As for the more limited area of worldview as
reflected in folk narrative, one might mention Melville Jacobs” all too brief chapter, “World
View;” in his now classic ZThe Content and Style of an Oral Literature (1959:195-199),
Blackburn’s attempt to isolate worldview principles from Chumash oral narratives (1975),
and Sparing’s effort to identify worldview themes in Schleswig-Holstein folkeales (1984).
Perhaps the most inspirational in-depth treatments of the worldview of individual cul-
tures involving some attention to folk narrative would be Marcel Griaule’s Conversations
with Ogotemméli (1965) which should be required reading for every serious folklorist, and
Gerardo Reichel-Dolmatoft’s Amazonian Cosmos (1971).

Sometimes the folkloristic treatment of worldview is quite limited, if not completely
idiosyncratic. Italian folklorist Cirese, for example, uses “world-view” to refer exclusively
to the Marxist-Gramscian notion of the hegemony of the oppressors over the “subaltern”
(1974). It is true that Gramsci’s famous seven page “Osservationi sul folclore” (1971) did
utilize the concept of worldview (cf. Byrne 1982), but only in the highly restricted Marxist
class-conscious sense.

If T were asked to select the best single essay on worldview in folk narrative, it would be
an easy choice to make. It is Sandor Erdész’s remarkable essay, “The World Conception of
Lajos Ami, Storyteller,” which appeared in Acta Ethnographica in 1961. In this essay, we
learn that an illiterate storyteller’s worldview came largely from details contained in the
vast repertoire of folktales that he told. Particular worldview premises are documented by
Erdész when he cites parallels to Ami’s interview responses, parallels from the actual folk-
tales told by Ami. I shall not summarize this fascinating article further but rather urge folk-
lore students to read it in its entirety.

However, the essay does afford an excellent opportunity to distinguish two differ-
ent notions of worldview, both of which are discernible in folk narrative. I should like to
briefly distinguish the two notions as a means of encouraging further research in world-
view through folk narrative.
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The older notion of worldview tended to consider the term synonymous with cosmol-
ogy. Worldview in that sense meant people’s view of their place in the world, in the cosmos.
This is the sense employed by Erdész, who notes that Ami sees Budapest as the “center of
the world,” and that since Adam and Eve fell from the Garden of Eden to land “someplace
between Vienna and Buda,” the door or gate to Eden is located above that area. As there is
an upper world, so there is also a lower world which one enters through the “Hole of the
World” which Ami claimed was to be found somewhere in Russia.

A more modern notion of worldview tends to be more cognitive and structural. It refers
to the way in which people perceive the world through native categories and unstated
premises or axioms. Thus the cosmology itself (the older sort of worldview) could provide
data from which one could extrapolate principles of the newer kind of worldview. Let me
illustrate with a few details from the Erdész essay.

According to Ami, there is a firmament so thick that “no human being could cut through
it.” Even the famed mythical Sky-High tree was forced to curve “thirteen times under the
firmament” because it could not break through to achieve its full height. Similarly, it is
deemed impossible to reach the “edge of the world.” People who tried to cross the North
Pole with an airplane “got so frozen that they couldn’t break through it.” Where the fir-
mament touched the earth, it was so low “that the swallow has to drink water kneeling on
the black cottonweed.” Moreover, the reason why the cottonweed is black is “because the
sun couldn’t shine under the angle of the sky” and therefore the cottonweed there “cannot
become green.”

These striking images (most of which are derived directly from the folktales told by
Ami) clearly convey messages of limitation, of stunted growth and development. The Sky-
High tree was forced to curve thirteen times since it was unable to break through the
firmament; a swallow was forced to kneel—a physical impossibility since birds have no
knees—in order to drink where the firmament touched the earth; cottonweed in such an
enclosure must be black because even the powerful sun cannot reach it. The worldview
principles here articulate the fatalistic acceptance of the impossibility of unlimited mobil-
ity. Even the sun is obliged to remain in its own orbit, Ami explains. A peasant must know
his or her place in the world and remain in it. There are impenetrable walls everywhere—
above with the firmament and also at the edge of the world. Even with modern technol-
ogy, such as an airplane, one cannot break through the surrounding barriers. (Whether the
plight of the Hungarian peasant with respect to social or spacial mobility is to be attrib-
uted to the bourgeois class system or to the socialist regime then in place is debatable.
What is not debatable is the consistent worldview articulated by Ami.)

One important difference between the two kinds of worldview discussed above has to
do with conscious awareness. The account of worldview as cosmology is clearly conscious.
Most individuals in the West, for example, presumably could confirm the folk belief that
“heaven” is located “above” the earth whereas “hell” is located “below” (despite the fact
that what is “below” on one side of the earth is the same direction as “above” on the oppo-
site side!) In contrast, it is by no means obvious that cither Ami or the folklore-collector
Erdész, for that matter, were fully aware of the many metaphors of stricture and bounded-
ness. More than likely this second kind of worldview is not in consciousness. It is not like a
Freudian or Jungian unconscious, but rather unconscious in the same way that speakers of
a language are not “conscious” of the grammatical laws governing their speech.

It is my hope that future folklorists will seck to delineate the “unconscious” worldview
postulates which are so artfully articulated in folk narrative and other forms of folklore.



