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The problem which I sha l l  re fer  to here 
under the designat ion " tac i t  assumptions" 
i s  one that  t roubled me a lot both i n  my stu- 
dent days and also f o r  many years a f ter -  
wards, and which now fo r  the f i r s t  time I  
th ink  I  am ga in i ng  some c l a r i t y  about. The 
reason why I  wished to take i t  up  here i s  
that  I  bel ieve that  i t  i s  not pecu l ia r  to me 
bu t  common to us a l  I .  I n  order to under- 
stand i t ,  one must t r y  to imagine oneself 
back to that  time when one f i r s t  became ac- 
quainted w i t h  the study of fo lk lore .  There 
was so much tha t  was impl ied and about 
which one d i d  not know how one should 
cont r ive  to ask.  Some of i t  was made up  of 
the conscious theoretical foundation of the 
f ie ld ,  and i t  g radua l l y  became c lear .  When 
one reads a number of the h is to r i ca l -  
geographic t reat ises from the f i r s t  ha l f  of 
th i s  century,  i t  i s  c lear  tha t  to a la rge  
degree they share a common theoretical foun- 
dation, bu t  that  i s  not what I understand 
by  tac i t  assumptions, inasmuch as the 
assumptions f o r  these treatises can be found 
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i n  Aarne 's  Le i  tfaden, O l  ri k '  s Grundsaetninger, 
and Krohn ' s Fol  k lo r i s t i sche  Arbei tsmethode. 
Other f o l k l o r i s t i c  t rends also have more o r  
less well- formulated theoretical t reat ises as 
a basis, and  one can acquain t  oneself w i t h  
them. But there remains beh ind an  uncon- 
scious, o r  less conscious, foundat ion of pre- 
supposit ions and assumptions tha t  a re  so 
obvious f o r  the wr i te rs  that  they do not f i n d  
i t  necessary to a rgue  thein. A number of such 
tac i t  assumptions can be found mentioned in 
the I i terature,  furn ished w i t h  such adverbs 
as "obviously" and "na tu ra l l y ,  I' o r  such 
adject ives as "evident" or ,  as  the Swedes 
say, " s j a l vk l a r t . "  Remarks of t h i s  k i n d  a r e  
in terest ing to notice because they express 
the au tho r ' s  half-unconscious credo. They 
a re  p a r t i c u l a r l y  s t r i k i n g  when one reads 
very o l d  treatises, which not in f requent ly  
take th ings f o r  granted that  we may have 
serious doubts about. 

Most tac i t  assumptions, however, may 
be analyzed fu r ther ,  as I can show w i t h  a n  
example. I f  I say tha t  "the sky i s  b lue,"  
then I presuppose a lo t .  F i r s t  of a l l  I pre-  
suppose a shared language as a bas is  of 
communication--the sentence i s  meaningless 
for  an  Indonesian who does not unders tand 
Danish. Second, I presuppose knowledge 
about what "sky" means; i t  i s  not tha t  which 
God and His angels dwel l  i n ,  bu t  something 
one can see. 1 The message i s  d i rected to 
someone who can see. Th i rd ,  I presuppose 
a scale of colors i n  which "blue" appears. 
Fourth, " i s '  can be understood i n  two ways: 
e i ther  I am expressing something which i s  
a lways va l i d ,  and  thereby mean the sky  
which i s  above any clouds that  may be pre- 
sent, and i n  the day l igh t ,  o r  I am ex- 
pressing something which i s  f o r  the moment 
va l i d ,  and thus say that  the sky i s  f ree of 
clouds a t  the moment, and tha t  i t  i s  day-  



time. The context determines which s i gn i f i -  
cance of " is"  I mean. 

The example i s  very simple, and yet 
we have already establ ished four  tac i t  
assumptions. A l l  communication rests, of 
course, on a huge number of such assump- 
tions. I f  we could not take them fo r  granted, 
each message would have to be labor iously 
constructed piece by  piece. I f  I should ex- 
p l a i n  to my hypothet ical  Indonesian that  the 
sky i s  blue, we would f i r s t  have to create 
a common language, o r  one of us would have 
to learn the o ther ' s  language. 

As soon as we pass on to more com- 
p l icated examples, the number of tac i t  
assumptions na tu ra l  l y increases immense1 y -- 
especial ly when we begin  to work w i th  ab- 
stract  concepts. Reasonable agreement can 
be reached concerning the concept "blue, " 
even though people cer ta in ly  do perceive 
di f ferent ly,  and even though there a re  
several languages that  do not d is t ingu ish  
b lue from green and/or b lack.  But when one 
passes on to work w i th  concepts such as 
interest fo lk lor is ts ,  then one has no objec- 
t i ve l  y measurable referents. We can agree 
that  the word b lue  i s  used only to s i gn i f y  
l i gh t  w i th  cer ta in  specif ic wavelengths, and 
th is  agreement w i l l  be able to be understood, 
i f  not necessari l y accepted, i n  I ndonesi a. 
But there i s  no object ively measurable refer-  
ent fo r  words such as, fo r  example, "folktale" 
o r  "poetry." I f  we use these two words, we 
refer to something c u l t u r a l l y  and h is to r i ca l l y  
specific, bu t  not on ly  that :  we also imply 
a perception among ourselves, the v a l i d i t y  
of which may be much more l imi ted than we 
believe. When we adopt such a concept, i t  
i s  not cer ta in  that  we completely understand 
which tac i t  assumptions determine the concept 
we adopt a t  the same time. This, I th ink ,  
l ies behind much of the confusion which 



i nev i tab ly  t roubles a f o l k l o r i s t  i n  the f i r s t  
years of study,  and  perhaps much longer. 

I t  was not chance tha t  I mentioned the 
words " fo l k ta le '  and  "poetry ." I h a d  i n  mind 
a sentence which stands i n  the In t roduct ion 
to the Grimm brothers1 1816 ed i t i on  of 
Deutsche Sagen: "Das Marchen i st poeti scher, 
d i e  Sage histor ischer"  ["The f o l k t a l e  i s  more 
poetic, the legend more h istoricl ' ]--a sentence 
f requent ly  c i ted,  which presumably i s  the 
f i r s t  attempt to d is t ingu ish  genres of f o l k  
na r ra t i ve .  t have worked w i t h  fo l k ta les  f o r  
the las t  three years, so that  I have i n  mind 
to take my examples from fo l k t a l e  research. 

The sentence contains a number of  tac i t  
assumptions, b u t  I shal  l content myself w i t h  
looking a t  two of them. The one l i es  i n  the 
p a i r  of concepts--poetic, h is tor ic .  We a re  
c lea r l y  dea l ing  w i t h  a k i n d  of opposit ion, 
o r  a t  least w i t h  a scale, i n  which poetic 
and h is to r i c  each denotes an  extremi t y  ; the 
caut ious comparat ive form indicates tha t  both  
fo l k ta le  and  legend conta in  something of both  
elements, b u t  fo lk ta les  a re  accord ing ly  closer 
to the poetic end of the scale, and  legends 
to the h is to r i c .  Now one may in fe r  from the 
context that  b y  h is to r i c  the Grimm brothers  
mean something on the order of " real  .It 
Legends c la im to repor t  on rea l  occurrences, 
even though they can be p laced i n  a d is tan t  
h is to r i c  past .  I n  contrast ,  fo lk ta les  a r e  
placed i n  what the romantics c a l l  the "poetic 
distance." When, f o r  example, Propp i n  1928 
wr i tes that  fo l k ta les  re f lec t  r e a l i t y  on ly  t o  
a s l i gh t  degree, ac tua l l y  he i s  on ly  re- 
peat ing what the Grimms had  sa id .  Folk-  
l o r i s t i c  I  i t e ra tu re  contains many statements 
that  po in t  in the same d i rec t ion:  fo lkta les,  
i n  contrast  to legends, a re  not considered 
true. They a re  pu re  poetry, p l a y  of fantasy,  
entertainment. The resu l t  of t h i s  view i s  tha t  
one does not look f o r  traces of r e a l i t y  i n  



fo lk ta les a l l  the way u n t i l  Rohr ich 's  Marchen 
und Wirklichkeit i n  1956. A tac i t  assumption 
i n  the a t t i tude  of romanticism to fo lk  l i t e ra -  
ture  comes i n  t h i s  way to have a governing 
effect on research f o r  almost a hundred f i f t y  
years--it appears so obvious that  i t  requires 
a rea l  ef for t  to shake i t  o f f .  

The other tac i t  assumption i n  the state- 
ment c i ted i s  concealed i n  the way das 
Marchen and die Sage are  spoken of--as an 
abstract, ideal  whole that  comprises a l l  fo lk -  
tales, and another that  l i kewise comprises 
a l l  legends. This way of v iewing them recurs 
r i g h t  up to the present, especial ly i n  German 
I i terature bu t  a lso i n  other countr ies. Let 
me name such t i t l es  as Versuch einer Theorie 
des Marchens, The Folktale, Das europaische 
Volksmarchen, Betrachtungen zum Marchen, 
o r  the current  project  Enzyklopadie des 
Marchens. Jol I  es reckons the fo l k ta le  among 
h i s  einfache Formen jus t  as he does the 
legend, the sa in t ' s  legend, and so on. I f  
one goes through, fo r  example, Bolte- 
Pol i v k a ' s  col Iect ion of Zeugnisse zur 
Geschichte des Marchens, one gets the im- 
pression that  the fo l k ta le  has an enormous 
dissemination i n  time and space, and that  
i n  former times i t  was cu l t i va ted  b y  a l l  
social s t ra ta .  When one then studies the 
actual  appearance of the fo lk ta le  i n  the 19th 
century, one must inev i tab ly  draw the con- 
c lusion that  we a re  deal ing w i th  the d y i n g  
o r  decaying remains of something which was 
once mighty ;  that  i s  exact ly what romantic 
fo lk lo r i s t i cs  maintains.  (Th is  i s  what Dundes 
has ap t l y  defined as the "devolut ionary 
premise" in fo lk lo r i s t i cs . )  

Closer observation of the state of the 
sources shows that  the p ic tu re  i s  false. Das 
Marchen i s  a f i c t ion .  I t  contains several 
genres, each of which has i t s  own character.  
I t  i s  very probable that  i n  the o ld  days 



k ings  and pr inces l istened to folktales, bu t  
even though such instances a re  mentioned 
i n  h is tory ,  we do not know what k i nds  of 
fo lk ta le  they were. Where such s i tuat ions a re  
ment ioned i n  f i c t iona l  I i terature--Panchatantfa, 
The Seven Wise Masters, D isc ip l ina  Cler ical is ,  
etc.--they have had  to do w i t h  moral tales 
and stories about c lever deduct ions, Solomon- 
l i k e  judgments, and the l i ke .  They say they 
a re  to t r a i n  the pr inces in in te l l i gen t  and 
just  ru le ,  and they a re  found i n  great  
quant i t ies  i n  the Middle Ages and  la ter .  
When, on the other hand, i t  i s  a question 
of tales of magic, the sources before Grimm 
are ra ther  sparse, and where they a re  found 
they po in t  i n  another di rect ion.  One of the 
few known ancient folktales, Amor and 
Psyche, i s  pu t  i n  the mouth of a poor o l d  
woman, and  i t  is  possibly the same k i n d  of 
ta le  that  Plato and  other wr i te rs  re fer  to 
when they mention nursery tales and  o l d  
wives' tales. I n  any case, in the nineteenth 
and  twentieth centur ies one f i nds  that  the 
magical tales a re  found ch ie f ly  among the 
r u r a l  p ro le ta r ia t :  smal I-holders, r u r a l  hand- 
craftsmen, servants, paupers, beggars. When 
one f i nds  fo lk ta les among the we1 I-to-do, the 
farmers, and  the l ike ,  they a re  in p a r t  
nursery tales, and thus stories to ld  to l i t t l e  
ch i ldren,  and  i n  p a r t  anecdotes and comic 
tales. D a s  Marchen i s  therefore too compre- 
hensive a concept: i t  contains several genres, 
each w i th  i t s  own d i s t r i bu t i on  and  also 
possibly each w i t h  i t s  own h is to ry .  

I f  one proceeds from the assumption 
that  Das Marchen must be conceived as an  
o r i g i na l  whole, one must view the documented 
social d is t r ibu t ion  of the mater ia l  of fo lk -  
tales as the resu l t  of a breakdown. The 
theory proceeds, as i s  known, w i t h  the 
notion that  only the lower stratum of the 
populat ion has preserved a number of o lder  



cu l t u ra l  elements; e i ther  they are alone i n  
preserv ing someth i n g  which everyone pre- 
v iously partook in, o r  they acquired i t  
because of i t s  hav ing  sunk down from the 
h igher  s t ra ta .  (We observe i n  passing 
another tac i t  assumption, namely that  a 
d iv i s ion  of the populat ion in to  h igher  and 
lower s t ra ta  based upon property and/or 
education--or birth--is t ransferred by  analogy 
to cu l t u ra l  condit ions: the economically and 
educat ional ly lower s t ra ta  of the populat ion 
are assumed also to be c u l t u r a l l y  lower.) 
This conception of fo lk ta les as rel ics,  i n  
connection w i th  the bel ief  that  they, qua 
poetry, do not describe rea l i t y ,  makes im- 
possible an in terpreta t ion based upon the 
assumption that  they could be an expression 
of the o ld  r u r a l  p ro le ta r i a t ' s  own experience 
of r ea l i t y .  

In ment ion ing the d i f ferent  occurrences 
of the genres of the fo lk ta le  i n  the popula- 
t ion we touch upon another of the tac i t  
assumptions of romantic fo lk lor is t ics ,  namel y 
that  concerning das Volk, the f o l k  as an 
ideal  whole. Terms such as fo lkta le,  fo lk  
song, fo lk  music, fo lk  costume, fo lk  bel ief,  
and others a l l  re fer  i n  vague genera l i ty  to 
th is  fo lk .  We go around w i th  a more o r  less 
unconsidered notion of a t rad i t iona l  fo lk  
cu l tu re  borne by  people who went i n  home- 
spun peasant 's coats w i th  s i l ve r  buttons; 
l i ved  i n  beaut i fu l ,  old-fashioned farmhouses; 
to ld fo lk ta les and sang ba l lads ;  he ld  cele- 
b ra t ions  a t  the great fes t iva l  days of the 
year and of l i f e ;  bel ieved i n  nisser, elves, 
nixes, and so on; and p layed old-fashioned 
fo lk  music. This romantic p ic tu re  of fo lk l i fe ,  
which i s  known from many por t raya ls  in 
w r i t i n g  and i n  pictures,  and which i s  s t i l l  
cu l t i va ted  and maintained i n  regional  as- 
sociations and popu la r i z ing  l i te ra ture,  i s  
i n  r e a l i t y  very incorrect ly drawn. The 



Danish mater ia l  can document tha t  magic 
tales were col lected almost exc lus ive ly  among 
the r u r a l  p ro l e ta r i a t .  The same i s  t r ue  f o r  
the ma jo r i t y  of the folksongs and  of the f o l k  
music. On the other hand, almost a l l  of o u r  
descr ipt ions of fes t i va ls  der i ve  from the 
farmers; i t  i s  a lso they who wear fo l k  cos- 
tumes and I i v e  in beau t i fu l ,  old-fashioned 
farmhouses. Scarcely any  items of c lo th ing  
belonging to the p ro l e ta r i a t  a re  preserved: 
the i r  huts  were torn  down long ago, and  i f  
they celebrated fes t iva ls ,  the celebrat ions 
were not of such a character  tha t  anyone 
found i t  worth the t roub le  to w r i t e  about 
them. I n  short,  the great  c lass di f ferences 
that  were found i n  the count rys ide when o u r  
fo l k  lore was recorded, a re  overlooked. 
Whether these c I  ass dif ferences were found 
in the same way i n  the rest  of Scandinavia, 
others must say.  I bel ieve i t  i s  the case in 
southern Sweden as also i n  Germany and  
elsewhere on the continent--but ou r  f o l k l o r i s t i c  
studies have not as a r u l e  noticed c lass 
dif ferences and  have therefore f a i  led to pose 
some questions which cou ld  be of  cen t ra l  
s ign i f icance f o r  the unders tand ing of o u r  
mater ia l .  

I t  i s  considerat ion of problems of t h i s  
sort which las t  year  led me to wi thdraw from 
the dict ionary-of-terms project  of the Nordic 
Ins t i tu te  f o r  Folk lore.  I reached the convic- 
t ion that  the abstract ,  a r t i f i c i a l  c lass i f i -  
cat ion of mater ia l ,  which the project  aims 
at, ve i l s  important  problems and  creates a 
pseudo-real i ty which i s  of doubtfu l  worth 
to force upon a new generation of fo l k lo r i s ts .  
I  do not have the time to document the bas is  
of t h i s  decision now, b u t  let me po in t  to a 
a s ing le  phenomenon: when I used to work 
w i th  proverbs, I  discovered that  the a t t i t ude  
i n  proverbs that  have been found i n  school- 
books since Peder Laa le ' s  time2 and  have 



been p r i n ted  b y  we1 I-meani n g  proverb col lec- 
tors, i s  as a r u l e  s t r i c t ,  serious, and con- 
servat i  ve, whereas the a t t i t ude  i n  proverbs 
that  were wr i t ten  down from the non- l i t e ra r i l y  
inf luenced o ra l  t r ad i t i on  i s  very often 
humorous, i ron ic ,  disrespectful,  downr ight  
rebel l ious.  I t  i s  of doubtfu l  worth to gather 
together such heterogeneous mater ia l  under 
the general c tass i f ica t ion "proverb." There 
i s  some evidence, f o r  example, that  the use 
of metaphors in the o r a l  proverb t r ad i t i on  
i s  r i che r  and  more exc i t i ng  than i n  the 
l i t e r a r y  t rad i t ion,  and  the same may be the 
case w i th  other aspects: rhythm, a l l i t e ra t ion ,  
and  so on. 

Back to fo lk ta les .  The notion that  i n  
a d is tan t  past  they were i n  a f u l l e r  bloom 
than i n  the present, and  that  they belonged 
to the f o l k  as a whole, drew at tent ion away 
from the fac t  that  in r e a l i t y  there were not 
very many persons who to ld  them, and  
possib ly never had  been. The control  ling 
concept also drew at tent ion way from the fac t  
that  d i f fe rent  nar ra to rs  might  have extremely 
d i f ferent  reperto i res.  I have, f o r  example, 
found that  men and  women t yp i ca l l y  pre fer  
d i f fe rent  fo lk ta les ;  such dif ferences could 
on ly  w i t h  d i f f i c u l t y  be re la ted to the control -  
l i n g  concept, which i s  probably  the reason 
the reason why they were ignored for  so 
long. 

The idea of the decay of a n  o r i g i n a l  
community of cu l ture ,  i n  union w i t h  another 
of the nineteenth cen tu r y ' s  tac i t  assumptions, 
that  concerning development, led to the 
assumption that  the lower s t r a ta  of the popu- 
l a t i on  were in te l lec tua l l y  less developed than 
the h igher  s t ra ta ,  and  that  they preserved 
reminiscences of o lder c u l t u r a l  stages--a 
dogma which was preserved f o r  a very  long 
time. Since developmen t--progress--was viewed 
as produced b y  s ing le  ind iv idua ls ,  and  since 



the fo lk  were behind, they could  not be i nd i -  
v idua l i s t i c .  I t  became a dogma i n  the l i te ra -  
ture of the nineteenth century that  the cu l -  
ture of the f o l k  was col lect ive, and  so the 
question was whether the cu l tu re  had  been 
created by  s ing le  i nd i v i dua l s  and af terwards 
had sunk down in to  the co l lec t iv i ty ,  o r  
whether i t  had  been col lec t ive ly  produced. 
I t  i s  easy to see now that  the whole posing 
of the problem was distor ted b y  the fact  
that  scholars proceeded from the romantic 
idea of the c rea t ing  genius as a tac i t  
assumption. Some persons t r i ed  to solve the 
problem by adopt ing the so-called f o l k  i nd i -  
v idua l  as the actua l  creator of fo lk  cu l ture .  

When the psychoanalysts began to 
in terpret  fo lk ta les i n  1908-9, they brought  
along from the i r  own research the idea of 
the unconscious as the creator of dreams. 
They found s im i la r i t i es  between dreams and 
fo lkta les and therefore concluded immediate1 y 
that  the rea l  content of fo lk ta les was latent, 
that  is, h idden beneath the manifest, super- 
f i c i a l  form. They adopted the dominant 
notions about the development of fo lk  cu l t u re  
and qu ick ly  came to place s igns of equat ion 
between the unconscious, the p r im i t i ve ,  the 
ch i ld ish,  and  the fo lk ish.  I do not have 
time to go through th i s  i n  detai l ,  bu t  I re fer  
to psychoanalysts such as Franz R i k l i n ,  Otto 
Rank, and Ka r l  Abraham, who express t h i s  
view d i rec t l y .  Completely exaggerated, the 
same view recurs in Rudolf Steiner, who 
claimed that  fo lk ta les were created i n  a dis-  
tant  past  b y  especial l y we1 I- i  nformed persons 
who had  preserved recol lect ions of times when 
people s t i l l  could behold the s p i r i t u a l  wor ld  
d i rec t l y .  This esoteric knowledge could reach 
those who l istened to fo lk ta les jus t  as sec- 
r e t l y  and  unconsciously as does the va lue  
of the food we consume. Common to these 
theoreticians i s  s t i l l  the tac i t  assumption 



that  the people who ac tua l l y  to ld  the fo lk-  
tales d i d  not themselves know what they were 
saying.  As I have said, these people were 
the r u r a l  p ro le ta r ia t .  I t  i s  r ea l l y  s t r i k i n g  
to see how inev i tab ly  fo lk lo r i s ts  and psycho- 
analysts look completely away from the nar -  
rators,  except insofar  as they discuss the 
extent to which the nar ra to rs  have destroyed 
the fo lk ta les through time by  not t ak ing  good 
enough care of them. The l i te ra tu re  on fo lk-  
tales a l l  the way to the middle of the 
twentieth century is, w i th  few exceptions, 
characterized by an  a t t i tude  to the nar ra to rs  
which today we must describe as conde- 
scending. To be sure, the most recent gener- 
a t ion has changed i t s  a t t i tude  insofar  as 
i t  has gotten increas ing ly  interested i n  the 
bearers of t rad i t ion,  bu t  the change i s  f a r  
from rad ica l .  This I have observed i n  the 
last  two years when I have spoken here and 
there about the method I have developed to 
in terpret  fo lk ta les and which presupposes 
that  the nar ra to rs  were very well informed 
about the content of the fo lk ta les they told, 
inc lud ing  the s igni f icance of the fo lk ta les '  
~ ~ m b o l s . 4  The incredulousness I have met 
w i th  many times rests upon the complex of 
tac i t  assumptions 1 have pointed to. 

Now i t  would be a misunderstanding 
to bel ieve that  we take over without any 
thought a t  a l l  the tac i t  assumptions con- 
tained i n  the research we appropr iate.  When 
we encounter something that  we cannot accept, 
we stop and protest. We only take over the 
views of the past  when they a re  not incon- 
sistent w i th  our  own--so the question remains 
why i t  has f i r s t  been i n  our  generation that  
fo lk lo r i s ts  have seriously set to work to 
overthrow many of the ideas that  have 
dominated our  f i e l d  since i t s  founding.  Why 
a re  we s i t t i n g  here today, gathered f o r  a 
seminar on theory and methodology which 



twenty o r  even ten years ago would have 
been viewed as superf luous b y  most persons? 
Here we come to the question which i s  my 
rea l  e r rand  to t a l k  about. 

My hypothesis i s  tha t  the tac i t  assump- 
t ions I have ta lked  about a re  c lass pre- 
judices--our own c lass1  impl ied assumptions. 

Do we const i tute a class, then? That 
i s  not very  easy to answer because, so f a r  
as I know, there does not ex is t  any socio- 
economic ana lys is  of  fo l k lo r i s ts  through time. 
But there does ex is t  an abundance of b io-  
g raph ica l  mater ia l ,  and  i t  i s  r a the r  un- 
ambiguous. By f a r  the ma jo r i t y  of the fo lk -  
l o r i s ts  who have been of s ign i f icance to the 
h is to r i ca l  development of the f i e l d  have been 
academics of middle-class o r i g i n .  I t  would 
no doubt be worthwhi le to test t h i s  assert ion 
sometime i n  deta i l ,  b u t  I  am convinced tha t  
i t  i s  essent ia l ly  correct .  There are, in my 
opinion, several s t r i k ing1  y common features 
i n  the h is to ry  of f o l k l o r i s t i c s  and  of the 
middle-class which ind icate  important  con- 
nect ions. 

The f i r s t  phase in the h is to ry  of ou r  
f i e l d  i s  connected w i t h  the growth of nat ion- 
a l ism i n  the wake of the Napoleonic wars. 
Viewed h is to r i ca l  I  y, Germany i s  of cen t ra l  
s ign i f icance here. The Germans had  use f o r  
a new means of w i ths tand ing the s t rong 
French pressure--mi l  i t a ry ,  po l i t i ca l ,  c u l t u r a l  -- 
when the German-Roman empire was crushed 
i n  1806, and the nat ion o r  e thn ic  group was 
s p l i t  i n to  a la rge  number of l i t t l e  s ta tes.5  
They chose to b u i l d  upon the nat ion as 
an idea, as we know. At that  time there 
were, w i t h  the p a r t i a l  exception of France, 
no nat iona l  states i n  Europe. The states were 
conglomerates of var ious nations, and  the 
fewest nat iona l  groups dwelt gathered w i t h i n  
a s ing le  state. The most common condi t ion 
was that  one nat iona l  group control led-- 



dominated--the state, and the others were 
jubject  to i t .  Consider the re la t ionsh ip  be- 
tween Sweden and F in land,  o r  the re la t ion-  
ship between Denmark, Norway, and the 
nat ional  groups on the North At lant ic  islands. 
In Denmark the re la t ionsh ips were compl i- 
cated by  the strong German dominance w i t h  
anchorage i n  Holstein and South Slesvig. A l l  
the la rger  European states of the day-- 
England, France, Spain, Austro-Hungary, 
Turkey, Russia--contained la rge  nat iona l  
minor i t ies w i t h i n  the i r  boundaries. Under 
those condit ions the concept of the nat iona l  
state had  to develop i n  most places as a 
revolut ionary idea. 

The o ld  states were administered by  
ar is tocrat ic  o f f i c ia ls  f o r  whom i t  d id  not make 
a great deal of dif ference to which nat iona l  
groups the i r  subjects belonged. From the 
standpoint of economics, i t  was unimportant 
whether the people who produced the modest 
agr i cu  I t u ra  t surp lus spoke one language o r  
another. I t  was a d i f ferent  matter a l ready 
du r i ng  the per iod of absolute monarchy 
i n  the towns i n  which the middle-class, 
which supported i tse l f  by  handicraf t ,  trade, 
and manufactur i  ng, was growing in to  a 
s ign i f icant  power-factor. I t  was the middle- 
class that  overthrew the absolute monarchy 
i n  France i n  1789. I n  the rest of Europe in 
the nineteenth century i t  consti tuted an  ex- 
pansive class that  needed an a l l y  i n  the 
ba t t le  against  the o ld  system, which en- 
trenched i tse l f  i n  i t s  posi t ion a f te r  the 
Napoleonic wars. And th is  a l l y  the middle- 
class found i n  the r u r a l  populat ion, which 
was becoming economically interest ing w i t h i n  
the form of society that  was be ing fashioned. 
The t rans i t ion to the cap i t a l i s t i c  mode of 
production demanded an increase of the work- 
force i n  indus t ry  and a t  least a scanty 
school education. Here the language problem 



becomes of much greater s igni f icance than 
before. Already i n  the eighteenth century 
there was t a l k  i n  Denmark, d u r i n g  the great 
agr i cu l  t u ra l  reform period, about the neces- 
s i t y  of making the farmer in to  a responsible, 
enl ightened ci t izen.  I n  the middle-class there 
awoke a sympathy f o r  and interest i n  the 
r u r a l  popu Iation--often i n  outspoken contrast  
to the roya l  power, the ar istocracy,  and  the 
clergy--that often was both romantic and 
passionate bu t  a lso showed i tse l f  in a warm 
feel ing of belonging together, a Wahlver- 
wandtschaft, pa i red  w i t h  a be1 ief in progress. 
I n  such an atmosphere the concept of the 
nat ional  state came in to  existence, and the 
f i e l d  of fo lk lo re  was p a r t  of i t .  

Against th is  background i t  i s  perhaps 
not so h a r d  to understand what d i d  become 
a puzzle f o r  the fo lk lo r i s ts  of la te r  times, 
that  "the fo lk"  came to be p rac t i ca l l y  the 
same as the r u r a l  populat ion ( w i t h  overtones 
of unspoiled, o r i g i n a l  naturalness),  6 and 
that  the iden t i f i ca t ion  w i th  t h i s  fo lk  in 
several lands went so f a r  tha t  the middle- 
class devoted i tse l f  to lea rn ing  i t s  language 
i n  order to strerigthen the a l  l iance against  
the foreign ru le rs .  F in l and  i s  a good ex- 
ample of i t s  succeeding; I r e l and  i s  an  ex- 
ample of i t s  f a i l i n g .  For the middle-class, 
"the folk"--in t h i s  special s i gn i f  icance--was 
a u n i t ;  dif ferences w i t h i n  the f o l k  cou ld  
never be so meaningful as the community, 
the l i v i n g  organism. I sha l l  not work out  
th is  observation i n  deta i l ,  bu t  i t  can be 
done perhaps in another connection. I t  i s  
the middle-class' enthusiast ic rediscovery 
of "the fo lk "  which ra ised  the t r ad i t i ona l  
songs and nar ra t i ves  to a status of "nat ional"  
treasures, i n  sp i te  of the fact  that  very few 
of them are speci f ic  f o r  any ethnic group 
and i n  sp i te  of the fact  tha t  the impover- 
i shed persons who enterta ined t hemsel ves 



wi th  th is  sort of t h i ng  had  scarcely any th ing  
that  could be ca l led  a nat iona l  conscious- 
ness. I t  was the same idea l i s t i c  a t t i tude  
which created concepts such as "the fo lk-  
tale," "the folksong," and so on without 
reference to the differences these concepts 
came to cover. 

I t  was na tu ra l  fo r  the middle-class, 
which was s t rugg l i ng  fo r  independence, to 
create fo r  i tse l f  an  ideology which would 
j us t i f y  i t s  demand, and since near ly  every 
European nat ional  group, except fo r  the Jews 
and the Gypsies, who were immigrants, had  
been independent a t  one time o r  another in 
the past, the middle-class had  to make a 
connection w i th  th is  past  and create i t s  
dream s ta r t i ng  a t  that  point .  Against th is  
background the so-called fo lk  were appointed 
guard ians of o l d  "nat ional"  treasures, which 
they themselves, of course, were no longer 
capable of u t i l i z i n g  bu t  had  transmitted 
f a i t h f u l l y  from generation to generation. I 
bel ieve that  we can der ive most of the tac i t  
assumptions of romantic fo lk lo r i s t i cs  from 
these circumstances. They presumably also 
are the basis fo r  the fact  that  the study of 
fo lk lore  has general l y been strongest i n  those 
nat ions that  were not independent states in 
the nineteenth century.  

The s i tuat ion changed slowly i n  the 
course of the nineteenth century.  The middle- 
class gradual  I y gained power in most places 
i n  Europe and d i d  not any longer need for  
i t s  s t r i v i n g  the ideological underp inn ing 
which the nat iona l  dream had  consti tuted. 
I t  became less nat iona l ,  and, not su rp r i s -  
ing ly ,  fo lk lore  also became less nat iona l .  
When one reads, f o r  example, Axel O l r i k ' s  
nat iona l is t ic  works, from the 1890s and af ter-  
wards, i t  s t r ikes one how l i t t l e  they a re  i n  
step w i th  the times. Here i n  Oslo he de- 
l ivered a lecture in 1898 on "Nordic National 



Distinctions i n  the i r  Ear l iest  Appearance," 
and i t  was perhaps able to excite some folk-  
lor ists and phi lo logists,  bu t  i t  awakened 
l i t t l e  enthusiasm compared wi th  the works 
of the Grimms, Grundtvig, Lonnrot, and 
others a few generations ear l ie r .  The domi- 
nant trend i n  fo lk lore around the tu rn  of 
the century, namely the historic-geographic 
school, was as internat ional  as can be 
imagined. But i t  s t i l l  b u i l t  upon the assump- 
tions of the th ink ing  of that time--that the 
folk were ignorant, pr imi t ive,  inst inct ive.  
One almost notices an accentuation of th is  
att i tude, as i t  was crystal ized, for  example, 
i n  theories about the mechanical regu la r i t ies  
which governed symbol-formation i n  the un- 
conscious, the epic s t ruc tu r ing  of mater ia l ,  
and the processes of transmission. I n  the 
"superorgan ic" theories from the f i r s t  decades 
of th is  century the fo lk  were undifferentiated, 
inst inct ive masses. From the i r  hav ing  been 
a l l ies  i n  the struggle against L 'anc ien 
regime, they had become a major adversary 
whose independent qual i t ies  of mind must not 
ga in admittance. I t was expressed perhaps 
most unambiguously by  Hans Naumann w i th  
h i s  theory of gesunkenes Kul turgut  and h i s  
absolute denial of the f o l k ' s  independent 
creat ive ab i l i t i es .  

I f  one then has the leading fo lk lo r i s ts  
of that time pass i n  review before one's 
mind, as one knows them from the bio- 
graphies and in some cases from personal 
experience or  through the accounts of others, 
the impression that p reva i l s  fo r  the folk-  
lor ists of older times i s  reaff irmed: the great 
major i ty of researchers are st i l l the sons, 
now sometimes also the daughters, of the 
established middle-class. The romantic love 
of the middle-class for  the peasants, however, 
i s  at  an end, as an attachment long since 
gotton over. A l i t t l e  weakness is  perhaps 



s t i l l  found in a corner of the consciousness, 
but  minds are dominated by resistance to 
the qu ick ly  growing working class, and i n  
the middle-class' ba t t l e  against  i t ,  the f i e l d  
of fo lk lore  has no place. I t s  s igni f icance 
dwindles. 

The most recent generation has seen 
a new or ientat ion i n  fo lk lo r i s t i c  research in to  
the folktale--several of them, i n  fact ,  but  
we cannot manage to t a l k  about a l l  of them. 
I am th i nk ing  here about the growing in-  
terest i n  the personage of the nar ra to r ,  and 
for  that  matter also, of the singer, the 
musician, and so on. By b r i n g i n g  t h i s  prob- 
lem in to  the research, the f i e l d  of fo lk lo re  
has broken w i th  i t s  romantic point  of depar- 
ture, and I do not bel ieve that  we have yet 
l i ved  through a l l  of the consequences of t h i s  
break.  Gone a re  the h is to r i c  dreams, bu t  
also the impersonal, superorganic laws, the 
s t i f f  systems, and  i n  the i r  stead we have 
gotten a new k i n d  of cu l t i va t i on  of the f o l k ' s  
best a r t i s ts .  I n  Denmark th is  tendency found 
clearest expression perhaps i n  music research 
and b a l l a d  research, bu t  I sha l l  w i l l i n g l y  
concede that  my own interest i n  fo lk ta les i s  
characterized to a cer ta in  degree by  some- 
th ing  comparable. While the older currents 
i n  fo lk lo r i s t i cs  seem to be connected w i th  
the development of Central and Western 
European societies, th is  new current  has 
received strong cont r ibut ions from both the 
United States and the Soviet Union. The f u l l  
p i c tu re  w i l l  perhaps on ly  be evident i n  a 
generation o r  two, bu t  one can po in t  to a 
couple of circumstances. 

In America, fo lk lo r i s ts  have never had  
any ob l igat ion to a nat iona l  dream. On the 
cont rary ,  many of them have had  a connec- 
t ion w i th  anthropology, which since the 1920s 
has been character ized by funct iona l is t  
th ink ing,  which i s  inc l ined to be ah is tor ica l .  



I n  the  Soviet Union, research h a s  h a d  con- 
sc ious ly  to se t t le  w i t h  o lde r  middle-c lass 
ideologies. I n  e a r l i e r  t imes the  middle-c lass 
was a r e l a t i v e l y  smal l  g roup wh ich  i nc luded  
the academic profession.  Today the  middle-  
c lass  i s  a l a r g e  a n d  v e r y  d i f f u s e  group,  a n d  
f a r  f rom a l l  academics a r e  r e c r u i t e d  f rom 
t h i s  group.  The l a s t  p o i n t  i s  pe rhaps  the 
most impor tant .  In  o u r  day  i t  i s  f a r  f rom 
g iven  t h a t  we g a t h e r  a t  the  u n i v e r s i t y  w i t h  
a community of experiences, out looks, a n d  
in teres ts  t h a t  we share  w i t h  o u r  predecessors 
in unspoken obviousness. Th is  can  b e  seen 
immediately, i f  one t h i n k s  about  what  i s  
comprised b y  the c e n t r a l  concept of the f i e l d ,  
the myst ica l  word " fo lk . "  The " fo l k t t  were 
once the t r a d i t i o n a l  r u r a l  popu la t i on  to whom 
the middle-c lass a t tached i t s  n a t i o n a l  hopes; 
then i t  became d i f fuse,  because a new, 
l a r g e  c lass  of people, the  workers in the  
c i t ies ,  pushed fo rward ;  today we do not know 
what  the word shou ld  cover--one f inds ,  f o r  
example, a complete abandonment of a s c r i b i n g  
to i t  a n y  prec ise  meaning in Dundes' The 
Study o f  Fo lk lo re ,  in wh ich  he goes so f a r  
as to say t h a t  i t  c a n  r e f e r  to "any  g roup  
of people whatsoever who share  a t  least  one 
common fac to r .  I t  does not  mat ter  what  the  
l i n k i n g  fac to r  i s . l t7  When in  the  l a s t  number 
of years  "the f o l k "  h a v e  come to p l a y  a 
l a r g e  r o l e  in  the  p o l i t i c a l  l e f t  in  Europe, 
I  be l i eve  t h a t  the  e x p l a n a t i o n  l i e s  in the  
attempts of a new c lass  to take  ove r  the  
s t ra tegy  of the n ine teenth  c e n t u r y ' s  middle-  
c lass :  Wahlverwandtschaf t ,  b u t  w i t h  the  
format ion of a new p o l i t i c a l  f ron t .  

I  must come to a close here  because 
of t ime. Let  me do so w i t h  a po in ted  sum- 
mary o f  my thesis. The t a c i t  assumptions in 
o u r  v iew of f o l k  t r a d i t i o n  a r e  formed prob-  
a b l y  to a much h i g h e r  degree t h a n  we t h i n k  
b y  the pre jud ices ,  experiences, a n d  in teres ts  



that  a re  character is t ic  of the class we come 
from. I f  the social posi t ion of th is  class 
changes, o r  i f  the recruitment of fo lk lo r i s ts  
changes, then the tac i t  assumptions i n  our 
work change and, a long w i th  them, our  
theories and work ing hypotheses. I n  these 
las t  years when we have become f a r  more 
interested i n  questions of theories and 
methodology than before, which are connected 
w i th  the fact  tha t  our  h is tor ic  and class 
assumptions have changed, therefore a semi- 
n a r  on theory and methodology should con- 
cern i tsel f  w i th  our  posi t ion i n  society. 

NOTES 

1. The Dan ish  word ~ ~ h i m m e l f ~  means b o t h  l l s k y l  and I l h e a ~ e n . ~ ~  

2. Peder L a a l e  made a  c o m p i l a t i o n  of  Dan i sh  p r o v e r b s  t h a t  
was f i r s t  p u b l i s h e d  i n  1506. [ T r a n s l a t o r ' s  n o t e ]  

3. T h i s  n o t i o n  i s  o f t e n  s t a t e d  i n  t h e  f o rm o f  a  t h e s i s :  
I1ontogeny r e c a p i t u l a t e s  phy logeny. "  I t  was, I b e l i e v e ,  
f i r s t  f o r m u l a t e d  by E r n s t  Haecke l ,  t h e  German b i o l o g i s t ,  
a round 1866, b u t  was q u i c k l y  adopted by p s y c h o a n a l y s t s ,  
a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s ,  some f o l k l o r i s t s  and l i n g u i s t s ,  e t c .  

4. See now Bengt Ho lbek,  I1Eine neue Methode z u r  I n t e r p r e -  
t a t i o n  von Zaubermarchen,lt Jahrbuch fiir Volkskunde und 
K u l t u r g e s c h i c h t e  23 (1980 ) :  74-9.  ransl slat or's n o t e ]  

5. The American r e a d e r  may need a  b r i e f  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  
European t e r m i n o l o g y  h e r e :  when w r i t e r s  o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  
and t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r i e s  speak o f  l I na t i on l1  t h e y  have i n  mind 
what modern Americans t h i n k  o f  as an " e t h n i c  group,I1 i .e. ,  
peop le  s h a r i n g  a  common o r i g i n   a at in n a t i o  = b i r t h ) ,  c u l -  
t u r e ,  and language. A f l s t a te t l  i s  a  p o l i t i c a l  s t r u c t u r e ,  
t h e  o r g a n i z a t i o n  o f  government.  The g r e a t  s t r i v i n g  of 
n a t i o n a l i s m  was--and s t i l l  i s - - t o  make t h e  " n a t i o n "  con- 
g r u e n t  w i t h  t h e  l f s ta te . l f  The t t na t i on l l  d i f f e r s  f r om t h e  



" e t h n i c  group"  i n  i t s  s t r o n g  a t t achmen t  t o  a  s p e c i f i c  geo- 
g r a p h i c a l  r e g i o n  and i t s  awareness o f  h i s t o r i c a l  c o n t i n u i t y  
o f  e x i s t e n c e  t h e r e .  

6. I t  may be n o t e d  t h a t  l 1na t i onU  and "nature t t  a r e  d e r i v e d  
f rom t h e  same r o o t :  i t  i s  natural t h a t  nations f o rm  i n d e -  
pendent  s t a t e s .  

7. A l a n  Dundes, ed., The Study of  Folklore (Englewood 
C l i f f s ,  N . J . :  P r e n t i c e  H a l l ,  1968), p. 2. 




