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A Preliminary Survey of the Grammar of 'Folklore':
An Introduction to Hominology

kenneth Laine ketner
Texas Tech University

This paper is a preliminary study in several senses. First, it covers a
large topic in a very short space; hence it is a kind of programmatic sketch.
Second, I have not documented some of the points raised, and in other cases I
have done so only in a brief marmer. Third, my way of responding to the problems
mentioned in the paper is in a state of continuing development. I am happy to
say that there are other students of the phenomena that have been known as folk-
lore who are working along similar lines. No doubt many such persons are
further along in thinking through these issves. Because of *hese factors, [
feel that readers of this paece should approach ii as food for reflectlon, not
as ~1n1shed Tesearch.

I believe that the most important. conceptual problem in the discipline
that is now known as folkloristies:s is a problem that revolves around the concept
'folklore! itself. The nature: of “this problem should become apparent after 1
work through a preliminary account of the grammar of 'folklore.' The kind of
grammar I will be dealing with here is what some writers haveé called "logical
grammar,” the study of which involves an attempt to discern the pattern of
usage a word has in some language community, thereby ‘hopefully coming to know
its meaning and role in that language. Among Ehllosophers Peirce was one
of the first to employ this kind of technique;l Collingwood, Austin, and
Jlttgensteln are more recent,practltloners. ' '

By way of clearlng away one unfruitful approach for gaining an understanding
of the meaning of 'folklore,' it is important to note that the origin of the term
is not necessarily relevant to its use and meaning in our present day natural
language community. I have sometimes been told by colleagues that 'folklore!
means whatever Willaim John Thoms intended for it to mean, since it was a
neologism that he coined. In 1846 it could have meant what Thoms intended it
to mean, if. he actually did have a clearly characterized meaning for it in mind
, (an issue that is debatable). But, the meaning it has now in natural language

is not necessarily the meaning T homs assigned, if any. To reason in that
fashion would be to commit a form of the genetic fallacy. That 'folklore'
can be seen %o have its origin with T homs does not necessarlly show that it
means the same now as it did then. A tree has its origin in a seed, but it is
surely sométhing more than the seed after it has grown for awhile.

Another vroposal for discovering the meaning of 'folklore' might be made

~ at this point, nemely that if one wanted to know the meaning of this term, one
should consult a dictionary. However, dictionaries often do not give the

‘meaning of a word; or if they do, it is often poorly and incompletely explained.
In my dictionary,3 the entry for 'folklore' states: "l. the traditional bellefs
legends, sayings, customs, etc. of a people. 2. the scientific study or these."
This characterization, one easily sees, includes v1rtually anything, and there-
fore is not a 501enx1flcally useful account of the meaning of the term. liorso - .,
dictionaries often conflict with one another, or conflicting definitions are
given even within one dictionary, as exemplified in the entry for 'tolklore' in
the 'unk and Wagnalls Standard Dictionary of Folklore, lythology, and Legend.
Therefore, dictionaries can only serve as a rough guide to the meaning of words.




T.0 gain a better understanding of important concepts, We must explore their
living employment in the oppropriate language commmunity.

To begin to survey the pattern of use of 'folklore! I have found no better
contemporary example than a passage .from a recent ngggzlg__ﬁgggg article
entitled "Why Some Women fespond Sexually and Uthers Don't."% In discussing
recent research by a pcychologist named Fisher, the author stated that Fisher
had found that women with various physiological difficulties were not
necessarily unhappy in their sex lives. Then the author states (p. 73, emphasis
added), "Another hit of folklore is that a woman cannot achieve sexual satlsfactlon
until she has had a child." Here we see a very common use of 'rolklore,!
namely a use in which an e pert typically & scientist of some sort (or perhaps
a self-appointed expert), wants 4o identify a certain practice, activity, or
belief as being a mistake, The reason that it is said to be a mistake lies
in the expert's supposedly more complete knowledge. This use of 'folklore! is
particularly popular in the medical profession. I shall identify this general
use as being the mistake ca2nse of the word. The force of this usage appears to
be about the same as "x is a mistake, given that so~and-so’'is known." The
mistake sense is not limited to cases in which research identifies the

. phenomenon in questicn as a mistake. There is also an ethnocentric side to
the mistake sense. Adherents of one belief system, or behavior system, see the
belief or behavior o persons in another belief or behavior system as being
mistakes, taking their om system as containing the truth, and others who differ
being seen as "mistaken." In the case of someone like a physician, the motive
for describing a practice or belief as 'folklore'! is hopefully a benevolent
concern for the patient's welfare and not simply an ethnocentric concern.
Other instances of us=z of ths mistake sense, for example in political contexts,
will have various motlvetlong——personal or political power, or the prevention
of inquiry, to name a few,

Another way in which 'folklore! is used might be termed the unusual sense.

What is called "regional folklore" is a good case in point. Here someone,

perhaps a traveler or a writer of guidebooks for travelers, will often mark

off certain aspvects of & behavior system in some chosen geographlc area in

order to call tham to ths attention of nonresidents of that area. Here the
motive is to indicate to the traveller, or other interésted parties, that a
certain "local" phenomencn is likely to be worth his attention since it is
thought, to be "distinctive of the region." DMNany of the state guides prepared
by the Writer's Frogram of the Work Projects Administration during the depression
of the 1930's contain éxmmples of the unusual sense. . In addition to the regional
facet, the unusual sense also has another side, in that sometimes a person will
mark off as belng interesting certain aspects of a thaxlcrnl system thought
to be limited to a particular collection of people which are conceived of as
being an,”ethnic” unit: Jews, Negroes, lolynesians, or (kies, for example.

Common to both the mistake ‘sense and the unusual sense is the presupp031tlon
that "folklore" is some+h_ng that belongs. to someohe else, or belongs to some:
“behavior system other than that of the speaker. liany reSearchers have noticed
this factor. It appears in ”flnld research” in the gulse of advice whlch tells
the student not. to ask potcntlal 'ihformants" for their SUpersiltlons or
"legends," but insteed to inquire after cures and planting techngiues or old
stories. The reason for. +b¢s_adv1ce lies in past experience which shows that if
one asks for. "superstitutions," one is usually either told about other persons
or is told nothing at all; whereas if one wants to learn the "informant's” practices,
nevtral langusge is requireds ~Of course, when the "collector' writes up #hat his
""informants" told him about cures and old stories, the "collector" often cate-
gorizes such cures or old stories as being Superstitivrs-~r} Leranis.
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Concerning the foregoing, some noteworthy qualities can be discerned.
In both the senses I have mentioned, 'folklore! is not a proper name for a
specific practice or practices. Instead it indicates a speaker's attitude
toward whatever aspect of some behavior system the speaker wishes to bring under
that attitude. So, an important aspect of the grammar of 'folklore'! is that it
is a relational word, not a proper name. it is relational in that it relates a
speakerts~ attitude to some phenomenon which is chosen by the speaker. ror the
interest sense, a speaker Selects a particular complex from within a behavioral
system, then expresses his interest by saying that this complex is "Ozark
folklore," or "Negro folklore.” For the mistake sense, the speaker selects a
complex, then expresses his attitude that it is a mistake or error by saying
something like "the prophylactic power of asafetida is a myth," or "dialectical
materialicm is Harrist folklore.” It would be easy to show, I think, that
other words which are often closely associated with 'folklore typlcally will
exhibit much the same grammar. Here I have in mind concepts such as ‘'myth,’
"legend,! megic, ! ‘folkway,’ 'folkmusic,' 'folk art,' or 'superstition.'

Now this result does, it seems to me, raise a serious conceptual problem
for a discivpline which claims that it wishes to study folklore, for it seems
that there is no folklore. OSince it lies within the province of any speaker
to select the human phenomenon or phenomena toward which he wishes to express
his interest or disapproval, it appears thatalmost anything could be selected.
In other words, since 'folklore' is a relational word, and since it is the
speaker!s prerovatlve to select the phenomena to be related to his attitudé of
disapproval or interest by means of 'folklore,' it follows that no one determinate
set of phenomena are folklore, a result which is contrary to what is actually
presupposed by many folklorists. 4nd, from the same premises, it appears to
follow that there is no common feature among all phenomena which have been
selected as "folklore" by speakers. And if that is the case, there cannot be
a discipline to study a determinate set of phenomena called folklore, since
what speakers select as folklore varies with different speakers and their
attitudes, ‘rom time to time, and rom one situation to another.

This being the case, there seems to be no good reason for having a
‘discipline thet names itself 'folklore.! Not only is there no folklore for
it to study, but to take the term 'folklore' as a discipline's name puts
practifioners of that discipline in a very uncomfortable position. This odd
position can be sesn in that "folklore" is the only academic discipline with
which I am acquainted that uses a common term of abuse as its name. It is
likely that many of us who have worked within the discipline have felt
" this disconfort at one time or another 1n our lives.

By all this I do not mean to Suggest that the discipline that has called
itself "folklore” or "folkloristics" is not a significant or distinguished
discipline, and that it has not been studying real and important phenomena.’
However, since there is no folklore, there is no discipline of folklore or
folklorlstlcs. Thus, it would seem that the most important, the most: pressing,
conceptual problem in folkloristics is to find out how to stop studying ‘
folklore, thus ceasing to be as Polkloristicians. I suggest that an appropriate
way to oOlVC this problem is to realize that we are, or will become, hominologists.
And what is hominology? It would be folklore studies or folkloristics shorn
of deleterious terms such as 'folklore! itselfe Once one removes these trouble--
some concepts, one sees that scholars who have called themselves folklorists
‘have “‘keen ctudying sonething very impertent, something which has been largely
neglcctel by other disciplines; namely, universal human behavioral patterns
and interactional processes.




91

When I speak of the behavioral patterns of humans or of man, I mean the
human species. That is, I am referring to the species Homo Sanlpns the only
living species in the genus Homo, of the family Hominidae, of the order
Frimata, of the class L.ammalia, of the rhylum Chordata, of the kingdom of
Animals,. In other words, I w1sh to speak about a kind of animal organism
which exhibits behavior patterns Just as do other species of organisms. In
doing so, I wish to reject any rorm of superorganicism, which was historically
a way of avoiding discussing the human organism while focusing attention upon
some kind of posited ghostly organism. Superorganicism is a kind of dualism,
being mind-body dualism written largely--one could call it culture-spe01es
dualism, culture being like a large Cartesian mind-entity. There are two
general criteria for a useful scientific hypothesis: it must be consistent,
and it must be confirmable ifi principle. At the least, the superorganic
thesis violates the first criterion, because it in eifect states that "there
is an existing entity which exhibits none of the attributes existing entities
exhibit." Existing things can be kicked, weighed, thrown, cut in half, and
the like. the entity of entities posited by superorganicism do not behave in
that way, on the theory's own account. Hence it is inconsistent. Since there .
is no superorganism for one to investigate, we land back with the human organism
as the locus of study. :

Now Homo Sapiens, wherever it occurs (that is, universally) exhibits certain
tyres of behavioral patterns and interactional processes, and it is these
phenomena which "folklorists" have been studying. The assertion that there are
species-wide behavioral patterns and processes is one which some biologists
might dispute, but they, along with anthropologists and other social scientists,
often tacitly accept superorganicism which would lead them away from coming to
appreciate such an ascertion. At least one reason that this is the case lies
in the focus upon content of behavior which superorganicism encourages-~in
"folklore" study thie has emerged as the emphasis upon "texts." In anthropology,
this has surfaced as ethnography which can be seen as providng a "text" of a
whole "eculture." An? since content is different in various cultures, universals
are easily overlooked. On the other hand, denying superorganicism as a way of
explaining content and focusing instead upon processes and patterns of human
behavior, a number of universals come immediately to our attention. And
"folklorlsts " the scholars one could call classical hominologists, have in
scme sense always been aware of these unlvelsals.

Perhaps the be ut example knowm to clas51ca1 horinologists is q+or¥—+elllng

We have known that Homo Saviens universally tells stories. T he content of the
organism's story=telling behavior varies from place to place and irom tne time
to another. But the process or pattern has a good deal that is universal to any
instance of its occurrence. '‘here is no need to repeat these iactors here,
because Georges has admirably sketched many of them in his paper on storytelling
events. Another example of a human universal known to classical hominologists
is believing and the possession ol belief systems. Some scholars do not
appreciate my reference to belief systems, so perhaps I could better describe
the phenomenon as being networks of belief, or beliei relationships. - Whatever
the name might be, the point is that members of Homo_Sapiens have beliefs and
that these beliefs are organized in a certain general way. ' Again, this matter
has earlier been filled out in some detail: namely, in my dissertation, An Essay
on_the Nature of World Views. A third process of universal human practice has
recently been adequately sketched. I have in mind the process of curing or '
healing, which Jones reviewed for the cecent Folk Medicine conference at the
University of California, Los Angeles, in a paper entitled "Doing What, With




Which, and to Whom?: %he Relationship of Case History Accounts to Curing." A
fourth example of a universal human process is singing. Lomax, in his 1962
paper on "Song Structure and Social Structure,” and in other works, has begun
to outline some features involved in viewing singing as a universal human
process.., Of course, the discipline known as "folklore"” has always been in a
good position to notice such species-wide behavioral patterns and processes
because usually classical hominologists have practiced some kind of comparative
method, as opposed to a contrastive method as found in other disciplines. sSuch
a comparative approach would be bound to eventually encourage the conscious
analysis of human universals. ‘hus, we see that "folkloristics," or classical
hominology, is the beginning of a type of human ethology, which is what a full-
fledged hominology would be,

Would the establishment of a science oi human ethology as the substitute
for or further development of what is now known as folkloristics be an attempt
to reduce the noble activities of man to what can be accounted for in biological
terms? It will be said that I am recommending that storytelling, for example,
be accounted for solely in terms of viscera. My reply is that 1 do not wish
to reduce anything to anything else. I wish each phenomenon to have its place
in an appropriate and hopefully correct general scheme. Yet I am rejecting
species chauvinism. That is to say, I admit that species other than man behave,
and I adopt a principle of continuity in nature such that man would be seen as
different not in kind, but in degree, in relation to other species. And so 1
accept that man behaves. And an analysis of man behaving, instead of an
analysis of a superorganic pseudo-entity, brings to light universal patterns
and processes in such behavior. How can that be understood as reducing singing
to being nothing more than the vibrations of viscera?! Surely the organism
all human beings share will eventually be very important in understanding
better man's universal behavior patterns. It isn't the sole factor for
understanding such behavior, yet it is one of a series of necessary factors.

As William James put it, there is more involved in a violin concerto than

some horse hairs draggin across some cat-gut. But the something more is not.
superorganic, and there would be no violin concerto without the guts and hairs,
and the guts and hairs have some influence upon the final nature of the concerto.
"'o appreciate the latter, in your imagination replace the gut with spaghetti

and the hair with cotton twine. trobably, the "something more" which is not
superorganic is to be found within a study of the logic of cormunication. As
Peirce pointed out almost a century ago, there is a grand-scale human universal,
which he called semiosis, which can be understood as the process of communication
at’ the level of complexity with which our species practices it.

Now I am sure that numerous objections will arise at this point, so 1
will attempt to enumerate some of the ones of which I am aware, then offer a
response to them. For one, it will be said that 1 am taking the natural
language senses of 'folklore' that I noted as if they were normative for all
possible uses. That is, an objector might well say that a scientist can take
a word which has a particular meaning in a natural language, then stipulate a
new meaning for it within the scientific community. 1 agree that this can
sometimes be done, and that it is often done with significant scientific
benefit. Increased scientific benefit would surely seem to be the motive for
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thus giving a common word a new stipulated meaning. But in the case of 'folklore,'

there are circumstances which are counterindicative for such a stipulative
tactic. Yirst of all, there is in our language community a presupposition that,
unless there is some 1ndlcatlon to the contrary, a communicative act is normal.
Therefore, when a "folklorist" speaks, for example, to a congressman, the
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congressman quite appropriately follows the presupp081t10n of normality"
principle and thinks that the "folklorist" must .study either errors or quaint
things. That is, because of the widespread and normal pattern of interpreting
Tfolklore! in elther the mistake or the interest sense, the goal of increased
scientific benefit as a result of scholarly redefinition of 'lolklore' is
thwarted. %There are also obvioussimilar difficulties involved in u51ng
'folklore' and allied concepts in communicating with "informants."

A31de from the above problems which would be dlfflculties in any version
of the stipulative redefinition approach, there is another objectional feature
in many instances of redefinition, namely that they are often only disguised
versions of the abusive natural language use. John Greenway's cbargcterlzatlon
of a "folk culture" as being "an unsophisticated, homogenzous group"5 is a good
example here since presumably "folklore " is what occurs in a "folk culture.”
That would mean that "folklore" is unsophisticated activity of some sort. It
should be clear by now that there is no Suchrgroup as "folk" or "a folk" or %the
folk." 'Folk' simply means "human being(s)." Tichard Dorson also sesms to
prov1de some eXamples of this matter. He spcaks of the "folklore of folklore"
in commenting upon what he takes to be a misteken aSSumth0ﬂ about the discipline
he calls folklore--"the idea that folklore is dying out is in itself a kind of
folklore." "6 his tendency comes out in other places in Dorson's work: for
instance, he characterizes legends as being stories "which never heppened |

‘told for true,"? a clear enough way of saying that legends are mistaken stories.

In this same vein, Jan Brunvand praises Frazer's_characterisation of "magical
beliefs" as being based upon mistaken reasoning.® Nurerous other examples

could be provided from the work of several other scholars. ke*bapo such a
reappearance of the natural 1anguage abusive use of 'folklore'! in some redef1n1~
tions indicates a deep-seated conviction among some scholers that thﬁy are, in
the last analysis, studying phenomena which are unsophisticated, uneducaied
mistaken, or at least quaint. Needless to say, such a positivistic or
scientistic bias is highly dubious. .

~ Aside from the scholarly redeiinition gambit ior pressrving 'folklore! as
an academic term, there is another approach that is beginning to be heard. '
Fersons taking that view would be likely to obJect to my remavrks in one way
or another. This is the view that 'folklore' is identified as such by the
people who engage in singing, storytelling, and other kinds of zctivities -
that "folklorists" have often studied. Dan Ben-Amos, in a recent article in
the Journal of AmericanF olklore9 suggests something like this as a way of
providing "folklorists" with a determinate subject matter. Un this view,-
'folklore' names that set of interactional processss which people in'a particular
culture categorize as.being "folklore." T his approach, which I shall ¢all
autodelineation, unlike the redefinition gambit, laudibly attempts to’ dlscover

...a real determinate cafegory within a particular behavior system in which some

parts of the system are characterized irom within the system as bnlonglnv to
particular categories. 'his would be great ir it would work; however,
unfortunately it does not, at least not to date. "o sce vwhy it fails,
consider its presentation in an earlier article by Ben-Amos . 10

The conception a society has of its own folkloristic communication
is embodied in its cognitive system. Implicit in the terms which
define and symbolize folklore, or its sub-categories, are the
cultural selective perception of communicative attributes and the
principles underlying their taxonomy. (p. 209)




The cultural cognition of folkloristic reality is expressed by
the descriptive terms which designate it as a distinct communica-
tive category and qualify it as different genres and events.

(p‘ 309)

“hus, the Limba people of Sierra Leone designate the culturally
inherited verbal arts as mbhoro, a word which connotesi matters
concerning ancient times. . . « This term is all-inclusive and -
refers to such forms of expression which are analogous to myth,
legends, and Marchen, proverbs, metaphors and riddles in other
cultures. -
(p. 310)

The difficulty here lies in the fact that the characterization of certain
communicative processes by a native people does not include the term !folklore'
or anything like it as it is really and paturallv employed in our language
community. Uf course, various peoples may delineate certain of their behaviors
as being verbal art, and likewise various peoples may so categorize.other -
kKinds of human behavior processes which may be similar to those "folklorists"
have studied. But thev do not call them 'folklore.’ Ben-Amos has done that.
It is the Limba who describe their verbal arts as mboro, but it is Ben-Amos

who identifies mboro with the abusive term, 'folklore.' If the Limba of
Sierra Leone were to understand how the relational word 'folklore' is normally
interpreted in our society (that is, its grammar as 1 have sketched it earlier),
and if the Linmba knew that one of our scholars had said that the mboro equals
folklore, I expect that they would become upset with that situation, just as an
informant gets upset if we ask him to tell us a few ol his superstitions. So
autodelineation has not worked, since at a crucial point the argument has been
given a misdirecting shove.

These two main lines of objection to my earlier comments, then, do not
seem to overcome the claim I made above. Therefore, as I see it, since there
is no determinate class of phenomena which is named by 'folklore,'! let us
then permit that term (and related terms) to quietly fade away in our
scientific lexicon. Not too much will change if we do that, since we will
continue to -study singing, storytelling, artistic creativity, and many other
things that we are already investigating. We will, however, lose the inherent
and unhappy biases involved in identifying variocus universal human activities
as being folklore. -But, my fellow hominologists, is that not something we can
well afford to lose?. .. . o S
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