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"The ethnographer, " writes C?.~ude Levi-Strauss , "while i n  no wise abdicating 
h i s  own humanity, s t r ives  t o  know and estimate h is  fellow-men from a l o f t y  aad 
d is tan t  pofnt of vantage: only thus can he abstract them from the contingencies 
particular t o  t h i s  or tha t  c ivi l izat ion.  "1 This i s  an elegant statement of the 
presupposition, long supreme i n  anthropology and folklore,  t ha t  only by keeping 
h i s  distance from the objects of his study can the cu l tura l  investigator properly 
carry out h i s  sc i en t i f i c  work. I need not enumerate here the authori t ies  who 
have advocated i t ,  nor need I quote those anthrpologists who, departing from 
t h e i r  informants a f t e r  a s tay  of years, allowed t h e i r  "human" feelings t o  be 
moment z r i l y  acknowledged. The detached 05 jec t iv i t  y formerly required of the 
anthropological investigator has been eloquently c r i t ic ized  at length by the 
contributors t o  Dell Hymes ' s stimulating anthology R e i n v ~ n t i n ~  ~ n t . h r o ~ ~ l o r r v . ~  
llhe conceptual problem fo r  fo lk lor i s t s  t ha t  concerns me here, i n  any case, will 
be phrased different ly:  my question i s  not "Nhat i s  the appropriate stance of 
the fo lk lor i s t  towards h i s  inform3nts?" but more simply, 'Who is the fo lk lor i s t f ' s  
proper subject? " PIy answers w i l l  be tha t  subjects are not so f a r  away as Led-  
Strauss ind-icates; t ha t  inlport~~nt  as investigation of other persons or groups i s ,  
i n  the end the f o l k l o r i s t ' s  best  ad only subject i s  himself. 

I n  tbe h is tory  of folklore studies,  one way i n  which t h i s  problem has been 
formulated i s ,  "Who are the  folk?" Indeed one still  heLars t h i s  question sometimes 
from reputable fo lk lor i s t s  who should remember the soc ia l  structure tha t  under- 
l ay  Herder's idea of das Volk. Definitions of "the folk" always concealed the 

/ I. . LI as "some group of people tht I do not belong to." 'Ihis separation of 
the observer from the folk expressed i t s e l f  i n  a variety of ways : temporal 
("the folk l ived a long time ago"), spa t i a l  ("the folk l ive  i n  some community 
f a r  a3ra.y frcm the centers of culture where I l ive") ,  soc ia l  ("educated people, 
being 2bove the folk,  have no folklore") ,  national ("Since America has no peasant 
c lass ,  there a re ,  of course, no American f olksongs" ) , i n t e l l ec tua l  ( "the folk are  
people r:ho bel-ieve i n  a l o t  of ideas that aren't  so  and cures thp-t don't work), 
and progressive ( "soon we s h a l l  get r i d  of the folk by enlightening everyone") . 
Anthropological fol l t lor is ts  studied exotic t r ibes  at the greatest  possj-ble distance 
from the i r  hones, acting on the principle tha t  the fa r ther  they had t o  t r ave l  t o  
get t o  "the f i e l d , "  the l e s s  time they had t o  spend there t o  be considered an 
authority on it,  back home. I n  Europe the Grimms chose peasants as.~tl:cir,z<'3jccf,~ 
zs did the Bri t ish antiquaries l i ke  Baring-Gould. 

Present-day American fo lk lor i s t s  prefer t o  answer the question "Who are the 
folk?" by saying tha t  i n  America 2t l e a s t ,  and probably i n  most twentieth- '.-, . .---. soc-ieties , a nunber of d i s t inc t  folk groups may be ident i f ied (Brwand)  

, whose memSers a re  connected t o  one another by one or more linking factors  (L)undes). 
Prominent models for  folklore studies today are  the "action" or "performance" 
mociel advocated by Richard Bauman, 8.ogert Abrahms , and others, and the 
"behavLorist" model offered by Robert A .  beorges. I n  these approaches, the 
usual d e f i ~ i t i o n  of the investigator 's  ro l e  i s  drawn from i~dinowski ' s  idea of 
the participant observer, which i s  well known. I f  I understand tha t  idea 
correctly,  though, the participation of the investigator i s  a means t o  the 
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observation, which i s  t he  end. Gbssrvation, one assumes, cannot be done 
e f f ec tua l l y  or perhaps at  a l l  withoidt es ta 'd ishing t h a t  s o r t  of rapport and 
acceptance which par t i c ipa t ion  besta~as on %he outsider.  p~ore  crudely, pa r t i c i -  
pation i s  the  pr ice  the  f o l k l o r i s t  has t o  pay h o ~ d e r  t o  do t h e  observing. 

Alternatively,  the  f o l k l o r i s t  of todziy could wel l  apply h i s  e f f o r t s  t o  
enhancing the  observing c b i l i t y  of those already par t ic ipat ing i n  fo lk lore  
processes. hLembers of fo lk  groups who a l re rdy  i d e n t i f y  themselves as such can 
consciously make themselves 05-ec3vers of t h a i r  olm par t ic ipat ion.  r reserving 
f o r  t he  moment the  exot ic  idea  of "the fo lk ,  " one would t r y  t o  help  members of 
the fo lk  group become ax:+,c,re of t h e i r  o ~ m  uses of folklore  i n  d a i l y  l i v i n g  and 
of t h e i r  own i d e n t i t y  a s  c l r r i e r s  of f c i k  knowledge. Of course t h i s  i s  an 
effect, and of ten an intent ion of ~ndergr~aduate  folklore  courses i n  American 
colleges. But when golng a f i e l d ,  ins tezd of doing the  co l lec t ing  themselves, 
f o l k l o r i s t s  could we11 use t h e i r  professional  t ra in ing  t o  create  t oo l s  f o r  
increasing fo lk lore  ayzreness, fo r  e:<ample, among peoples who have recen t ly  
freed themselves rrcm colcrxial domind5.oil. A f i e l d  work manual addressed t o  
newly independent nations could be a r e a l  a id  i n  focusing t h e i r  a t t en t i on  on 
t a l e s ,  songs, d r a a ,  or  Zest ivs ls  t ha t  might be neglected i n  a search f o r  
westernized prosress,  and tlius I n  hzi&itenir.g t h e i r  sense of t h e  importance and 
beauty of t h e i r  o7m cu l tu r a l  prcducts. It shoulcl be easy enough f o r  the  pro- 
fess iona l  f o l k l o r i s t  t o  devise r thee-et ical  framework and a set 02 questionnaires 
t h a t  can be quickly understocd and put t o  use by p o p l e s  of Asia o r  Africa who 
lack previous or ienta t ion t o  the study of folklore .  

I n  p t t i n g  f o r t h  t h i s  p rogrmrs t ic  suggestion, I do not s t a t e  t h a t  such a 
fielc? work mmual or  any otker t o o l  a professional  f o l k l o r i s t  could devise can 
supplant professional  folklore  trpj-ning f o r  those few Asians or Africans who 
are  incl ined t o  take Z t  up aiicl zcquire the means to 'do so. Folklore,  l i k e  
l i ngu i s t i c s ,  i s  maZnly a graduate scliool subject  despi te  the  irrelevance of 
graduate study t o  t he  po ten t ia l  contrY~;ution of in f~r rnan ts  .3 Nevertheless the  
t r a in ing  of African and Asian p ~ o f e ~ s L o ~ i a l  f o l k l o r i s t s  i s  indispensable t o  the  
progress of fo lk lore  outside the  w s ~ t e r n  ~corld. and t o  t h a t  increased sense of 
t he  importance of cu l t u r a l  products I mentloneci a-bove. Conceptually, I advocate 
annihi la t ing the  d i s t i nc t i on  S o t ~ ~ e e n  subjects  and observers. Subject and 
observer I see as a unity.  Tka goal of fol-klore study i s  thus self-knowledge. 

Following out the implications of t h i s  idea ,  f o l k l o r i s t s  would t u r n  away 
from fo lk  groups they, - - 2  not thnmselves connected t o ,  and t h e i r  own par t i c ipa t ion  
i n  folklore  pl>ocezsss w i l l  then b?sorcc the  ph?no~er,on t p  be examined. I'he 
purpose would then be the  understarding of folklore  processes i n  t h e i r  a c t u a l  
occurrence i n  one's  0r.m l i f e .  1ol.klore wculd become reoriented i n  the  d i r ec t i on  
of psychology. From psychology I t s e l f ,  indeed, can be drawn the  chief precedent 
f o r  t h i s  reor ienta t ion.  I. a~ th:~-l?k~-r~,a of the  t ra in ing  analysis  which i s  a 
necessary pzr t  of the education of thz psychoanalyst. Freud thought the  t r a in ing  
analysis  t o  be of t he  g rea tes t  importsnce ( a lbe i t  f o r  a r e a a f i  opposed t o  my 
l i n e  of thought; the  danger of th2  a.nal;.stts projecting pecu l i a r i t i e s  of h i s  
own personzli ty on t o  hi s p2t i en t  s and Lhus undermining t he  ob j ec t i v i t y  r reud 
valued :J highly) ,& Exzmination of one's& o m  folklore  processes makes a 
pr ice less  contribution t o  one ' s  undors.t,-.nding of folklore  processes i n  general  
and t o  one's uriderstandir; ' of s e l f ,  Lno~rlerlge of fo lk lore  should not be merely 
t he  th i rd -pe~son  comprehension gained from a reading of s tud ies  of fo lk lore  nor 
the  seco~d-perscn sympathy gained *om par t ic ipant  observation of other people's 
fo lk lore  processes. I-'roy,erly underst,ood, folklore  should be a f i rs t -person study, 
It would ask people t o  p ~ t  off tal1:irAg &out or analyzing fo lk lore  processes u n t i l  
these have been v iv id ly  experi-encedi ar,d then re-enacted i n  memory. 
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I n  my childhood, my mother, who i s  of I r i s h  extraction, used t o  repeat t o  

me i n  the evenings: 

"l'o bed, t o  bed, ' said Sleepy-Head , 
'Time enough, ' said Slow. 
'Put. on the pot, ' said Greedy-Gut , 
'and we' l l  e a t  before we go.'5 

This rhyme was used not,  as  one might expect,, t o  urge me t o  bed through the 
message of the f i r s t  l i ne ,  but i n  a vaguer way, as an amusing b i t  of t a lk  i n  
which she could demonstrate her s k i l l  at, reproducing.the brogue of the I r i s h  
domestic servants who had been important i n  her childhood. Reaching back i n  
adult l i f e  for  my own child-lore, I see how successfully my mother persuaded me 
by her fa lk lor ic  behavior .ithat we were connected t o  Ireland and the  I r i sh .  ho 
amount of reading about the functions of folklore , a subject I f ind profoundly 
interest ing as an in t e l l ec tua l  study,has prepared me for  the understanding 1 
have gained through such r e c a l l  and self-observation of one of the most prominent 
of those formulations: the importance of folklore i n  asserlting the individual's 
membership i n  a group. 

This then i s  what I mean when I suggest tha t  the f o l k l o r i s t t ~  best  and 
only subject i s  himself. I n  interact ive s i tuat ions such as  those studied by 
Erving Goffman, whose urban psychology has already served as  a useful base fo r  
j'olklore study, the fo lk lor i s t  should learn t o  be aware of both h is  own patterned 
behavior anc! the,anxieties and tensions underlying it. h e  of the most potentially 
f r u i t f u l  hypotheses i n  folklore tcday suggests tha t  urban folklore is best 
defined as patterned responses t o  anxiety.6 To t e s t  t h i s  hypothesis, data  a re  
needed from urban, l i t e r a t e ,  educated, middle-class persons. belf-observation 
i s  the richest source of such data ,  both i n  adding t o  the body of knowledge and 
i n  enriching ourselves as  persons. h e  possible consequence i s  tha t  we s h a l l  
le-.-;n much more than we know today about the folklore of persons who have 
t,raditionally kept themselveg i n  the ro le  of obse-~vers, thus righting the now 
unequal treatment of groups and classes i n  the l i te ra ture .  Another is tha t  new 
genres of folklore may be discovered. .'oelken ' s "i' olk1oi.e of Academe " and 
Reuss's study of the folklore of the American iColklore Society a re  examples of 
the f i r s t .  Dresser's prank telephone c a l l s  and Bird ts  investigation of rumor, 
examples of the second, show what happens when we decrease the  distance between 
the cu l tura l  backgrouncl of the observer and tha t  of the subject.? The d is t inc t ,  
socio-psychological conditions of modern American l i f e  appear t o  breed d i s t i n c t  
forms or at, l eas t  subgenres of , folklore specific t o  t h i s  culture. 

A further reorientation of concept would s h i f t  the emphasis of folklore 
studies away from the group as  the matrix t o  the individual as a car r ie r .  
Folklore i s , G t h o u t  question the behavior of groups, but a l so  of individuals. A 
prominent feakure of urban folklore is the brevity and f l u i d i t y  of i ts  
communicative events: a group may be only a dyad, and a s tory te l l ing  event 
may l a s t  only a few seconds, as  Vhen one acquaintimce stops another i n  the 
s t r e e t  during lunch hour t o  tell a joke. Beginning from the primacy of the 
group as the matrix of communication impedes fo lk lo r i s t s  from seeing the 
genuinely folklor ic  nature of much apparently casual conversation. Persons 
form a group which moments l a t e r  evaporates, before we can perceive it as a 
group or get out. our notebooks . Groups are r e a l ,  of course, but they are  
often microscopic. understand-ing of folklor ic  behavior of many persons today, 
especially i n  the c i ty ,  needs t o  be based upon .observation of inclividuals as 
car r ie rs  and participants f i r s t .  'i'hen hypotheses can be formed about how these 



persons form groups and how those groups may be said t o  condition the behavior 
of t h e i r  members. 

I f  every person is a potential  informant, then every person i s  a lso  a 
potential fo lk lo r i s t .  Graduate folklore students are accustomed t o  d i r e c t l y  
perceiving the i r  own folklore i n  i ts  occurrence. The same p rcep t ion  should 
pervade undergraduate folklore education. Is the goal of undergraduate folklore 
stud..y t o  produce f i e l d  workers, able t o  col lect ,  c lass i fy ,  and analyze material 
from l ive  infonuants? O r  is  it t o  produce informants? Both these goals are 
achieved every year for  hundreds of American students. But we need'to synthesize 
them and increase the student ' s d i r ec t ,  moment-t o-moment awareness of himself 
or  herselr' ' a s  an acting and reacting person, patterning much behavior according 
t o  learned cccles which make for  social  cohesion and personal comfort. 

('f course there i s  the possibi l i ty  tha t  there i s  no other object of study 
f o r  fo1klorist.s except the contents of our own experience, and tha t  t h i s  i s  what 
has been studied a l l  through the his tory of the discipline.  1 he "God's t ru th"  
fo lk lor i s t  i s  i n  my opinion no more than a be t te r  motivated and more deeply 
convinced version of the "hocus-pocus" one. I a m  not the only reader of Levi- 
Strauss who has wondered. where i ts  complex logical  structures came from, Brazi l  
or 9aris.  Does P~ythologiques r ea l ly  owe more t o  South American Indian t a l e s  than 
the sermons of John Donne or Lancelot Andrewes owed t o  the Bibl ical  t ex t s  quoted 
a t  t he i r  start? Is the work not rather a huge and complex projection of the 
most sophisticated of du-ropean minds? The author writes,  ";d~ay I sometimes 
wonder i f  I was not a t t rac ted  t o  anthropology, however unwittingly, by a 
s t ruc tura l  a f f i n i t y  between the civi l izat ions which are i t s  subject and my own 
thought-processes."8 It i s  rea l ly  those thought-processes which are offered i n  
l.~ytholopiaues, though they can become manifest only when directed! t o  something 
other than themselves. A l l  great thinkers are v ~ l n e ~ a b l e  t o  this l i n e  of 
criticism. Cne thinks of Darwin and Marx, but most vulnerable of a l l  was 
Jung and he gave the best response t o  it: "E.hilosophica1 cr i t ic ism has helped 
me t o  see tha-L every psychology--my own included--has the character of a sub- 
jective confession. . . it i s ' on ly  by accepting t h i s  as inevitable tha t  f can 
serve the cause of m a n ' s  knowledge of man." I f  i t  i s  inevitable tha t  our 
hypotheses, interpretat ions,  and analyses are fragments of our own confession, 
s ta ted no doubt i n  a rhetor ic  different  from tha t  01 Augustine or Rousseau, we 
ought, t o  t u rn  our at tent ion t o  the immediate ac t iv i ty  of folklore in  our own 
l ives .  

I n  Hymes's anthology, Bob Scholte has called fo r  a "reflexive and c r i t i c a l  
anthropology" tha t  would take anthropological thought i t s e l f  as a subject f o r  
examination, and would- seek the l iberat ion oi dominated peoples through i t s  study- 
H i s  essay9 has many suggestions for  the fo lk lor i s t .  I believe tha t  the data- ' 

collecting and reflexive functions can be carried on at the same time within 
onself. Socrates held t h i s  process t o  be the essence oi' thinking. I n  work with 
informants, .folklore investigation can attend t o  the interviewees, the interviewer, 
the s i tuat ion,  and the methodological assumptions a l l  at the same time, as  I have 
t r ied  t o  suggest i n  presenting some African narratives.1° It i s  time f o r  folk- 
l o r i s t s  t o  s h i f t  the weight: 

Take a load off Fanny 
Qake a load for  f ree  
Yake a load. off Fanny 
And you put the load r ight  on me. 11 
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