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Such studies demonstrate that social historians can
profitably utilize folklore to help them articulate the role
of the folk in history.

Both perspectives described above coalesce in the
third approach to the relationship between folklore and
history, which sees folklore and history as complemen-
tary and enhanced by cross-disciplinary efforts. Edward
D. Ives, for instance, regularly combines folkloristic with
historical methods in his books on the “woodsmen-
songmakers” of Maine: Larry Gorman (1964), Lawrence
Doyle (1971), Joe Scott (1978). Perhaps the most extensive
articulation of this position is Henry Glassie’s Passing the
Time in Ballymenone (1982), which attempts to describe
and integrate the history, culture and folklife of a small
community in northern Ireland. The work of Ives, Glas-
sie, and others is a clear sign that the present relation-
ship between folklore and history is more cordial than
it has been at any point in the past one hundred years.
Folklorists and historians now regularly attend each
other’s meetings, and their methodologies often overlap
at critical junctures. Acrimonious debates over the
“reliability” of folklore as historical data seem largely to
have died down, thanks in part to the coming of age of
oral history. The current scholarly focus on arenas of
social and cultural history long of interest to some folk-
lorists but largely overlooked by historians more con-
cerned with political and economic history bodes well
for the continuing and perhaps growing strength of the
bond between the two disciplines.



THE FOLKLORIST IN THE ACADEMY

RONALD L. BAKER

Indiana State University

Folklore has been taught in American colleges and
universities since the mid-nineteenth century, initially
as part of other courses taught by literary scholars. The
early emphasis was on narrative folklore, notably the
ballad, and on the relation of ballad and tales to other
forms of literature. This literary study of folklore began
at Harvard University around 1856 when Francis James
Child, who in 1876 became the first professor of English
at Harvard, began his life’s work on British folk ballads.
Although Child did not develop formal courses in folk-
lore, he incorporated folklore in his literature and phi-
lology courses, created the folklore collection in the Har-
vard College library, and trained several notable
American folklorists, including George Lyman Kit-
tredge, who succeeded to Child’s professorship in 1894.

At Harvard, Kittredge continued Child’s work on the
ballad but also enlarged his range of folklore interests to
include tales, beliefs, proverbs, European folklore in
America, and folklore in ancient and medieval litera-
ture. Through Child’s pioneering work in folklore and
Kittredge’s development of folk studies, Harvard became
the informal center for the literary study of folklore in
the United States in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries. From 1900 until his retirement in 1936,
Kittredge trained at least half of the American folklorists
active in the first third of the twentieth century, and his
students spread the study of folklore across the nation.
His most distinguished students— Walter Morris Hart,
Archer Taylor, Sigurd Bernhard Hustvedt, Newman
Ivey White and Stith Thompson—introduced and
promoted folklore studies in most of the states and uni-
versities where the major graduate programs in folklore
later developed.

While literary folklorists at Harvard were studying and
teaching folklore from manuscripts and books, in 1883
Franz Boas was launching his career as an anthropolog-
ical folklorist among the Eskimos of Baffinland, where
his interests shifted from geography to ethnology. Five
years later he was serving on the faculty of Clark Uni-
versity in Massachusetts and beginning his monumental
collection of North American folklore in British Colum-
bia. When other anthropological folklorists such as

Daniel Garrison Brinton were attempting to find a place
for the study of folklore in the museum, Boas was estab-
lishing a base for the study of folklore in the university.
Columbia University, where Boas in 1899 began his
long career as professor of anthropology, became the
center for the anthropological study of folklore at the
beginning of the twentieth century. Boas edited JAF
from 1908 to 1924, and his students, Ruth Benedict and
Gladys A. Reichard, continued editing the journal until
1941. During this period folklore was virtually a subfield
of anthropology. The enthusiasm for folklore among
Boas and his students carried over to other anthropol-
ogists, who began to incorporate folklore, especially
Native American traditions, into their courses. Boas also
encouraged other scholars such as Marius Barbeau, who
collected French-Canadian folklore, to study North
American ethnic traditions.

Between the two world wars, there was renewed inter-
est in the ballad, largely because of Cecil Sharp’s field-
work in Appalachia between 1916 and 1918, but anthro-
pologists in American folklore studies remained
dominant. Since Boas and his students looked upon
folklore as a part of anthropology, not as an independ-
ent discipline with its own methods, they did not think
of themselves as folklorists nor did they develop separate
folklore courses. For forty years at Columbia, Boas’ main
course offerings were American Indian Languages and
Statistical Theory.

Another reason these early literary and anthropolog-
ical folklorists did not develop separate courses or degree
programs in folklore was that both anthropology and
literary studies in English were relatively new disciplines,
still struggling for academic respectability. Their succes-
sors faced similar challenges. American literature, for
example, was not taught as a separate course at Harvard
until 1933. The lasting influence of Kittredge and Boas
on the professional study of folklore, besides their own
scholarship, was in recruiting and training disciples who
wrote folklore theses and dissertations and who, in turn,
were instrumental in developing folklore as an academic
discipline. But largely because of the influence of the
early folklorists, today most folklore courses are still
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taught in English and anthropology departments. Of
the colleges and universities reporting folklore courses
in 1985, fifty-eight percent offer folklore courses in Eng-
lish departments and thirty-two percent in anthropol-
ogy departments. At some institutions folklore courses
are cross-listed in both departments.

The academic study of folklore is also indebted to the
growth of American studies, especially to a group of
Americanists who taught at Harvard in the 1930s and
early 1940s and whose collaborative efforts led to the
establishment in 1937 of the first degree-granting pro-
gram in American civilization, which expanded the
study of American literature and culture to include folk
and popular culture. The Harvard Americanists—Perry
Miller, E O. Matthiessen, Bernard DeVoto, Ralph Bar-
ton Perry, and Howard Mumford Jones—were not folk-
lorists and did little research beyond some work in fron-
tier humor that may be considered folkloristic. Yet the
broad, interdisciplinary exploration of the American
experience by these cultural historians established a
place for folklore within American studies programs,
which today rank third among departments and pro-
grams offering folklore courses at American institutions.
Unlike the early literary folklorists who stressed the
library study of old European folklore and unlike the
anthropological folklorists who emphasized the field
study of tribal traditions, the Americanists promoted
the interdisciplinary study of American folk culture
against a background of American cultural history. The
prestige of the Harvard program also gave respectability
to the study of American literature and culture, and in
the 1930s colleges and universities began adding courses
in American folklore as well as American literature to
their English curricula. Moreover, through their stu-
dent, Richard M. Dorson, the Harvard Americanists
provided an Americanist orientation for a generation of
folklorists trained by Dorson at Indiana University
between 1957 and 1981.

While courses in folklore were introduced at several
universities in the 1920s and 1930s, degree-granting pro-
grams in folklore were nonexistent until 1940 when
Ralph Steele Boggs founded an Interdisciplinary Curric-
ulum in Folklore, offering an M. A. degree and doctoral
minor, at the University of North Carolina. During the
next thirty years, around thirty master’s theses and
twenty doctoral dissertations in folklore were written in
eight different departments there. In 1970, under the
direction of Daniel Patterson, the North Carolina pro-
gram began expanding its faculty, course offerings, and
resources. Supported by a major research source, the



Southern Historical Collection, and by large library
holdings in southern literature and culture, the North
Carolina program is especially strong in the study of
southern folklife.

After World War II, efforts increased to develop folk-
lore as an independent discipline. At Indiana Univer-
sity, Kittredge’s student Stith Thompson, inspired by
the historic-geographic studies of the Finnish folklorists
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and
influenced by the diffusionist studies of Boas, gave the
comparative study of folklore a method and a home.
Thompson joined the English faculty at Indiana in 1921
and gave the first folklore course there in 1923. He
encouraged his Ph.D. students to write historic-
geographic studies or prepare type and motif indexes.
Besides regularly teaching folklore classes and directing
graduate theses and dissertations in folklore in the Eng-
lish Department, Thompson established summer folk-
lore institutes at Indiana in 1942. These institutes, held
every four years, brought isolated professionals together
to discuss common concerns and attracted aspiring folk-
lorists to Indiana to study under distinguished visiting
European and American folklorists.

Thompson introduced the first doctoral program in
folklore at Indiana University in 1949, and Indiana
awarded the first American doctorate in folklore to War-
ren E. Roberts in 1953. After Thompson’s retirement in
1955, his successor, Richard M. Dorson, expanded the
concept of folklore studies at Indiana and elevated the
program to departmental status in 1963. Roberts, who
himself had written a lengthy historic-geographic disser-
tation on an international folktale, introduced the first
course in material culture at Indiana in 1961 and con-
tributed significantly to the shift in orientation from an
almost exclusive consideration of international folk liter-
ature to a broad program of study embracing all aspects
of traditional culture. Today, nearly sixty percent of the
university teachers of folklore who hold doctorates in
folklore have been trained at Indiana University.

Under the direction of MacEdward Leach, the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania introduced the second doctoral
program in folklore in 1959. After receiving his Ph.D. in
Middle English literature at Pennsylvania in 1930, Leach
remained on Penn’s English faculty and inherited a
course called “The Epic and Short Story,” which he
gradually changed into a general folklore course. He
took over another course in the literary ballad and trans-
formed it into a folk ballad course. Over the years, Leach
developed a strong interdisciplinary graduate program
in folklore at Penn and trained a number of folklorists,

including Kenneth S. Goldstein, who eventually
became chair of the program. Under Leach’s direction,
studies in the ballad and literary folklore were the main
strengths of the Penn program. But by the time Leach
retired and folklife specialist Don Yoder began a four-
year term as chair in 1966, Penn’s Graduate Program in
Folklore and Folklife had developed into a broad pro-
gram covering the entire range of folk studies. Influenced
by sociolinguistic approaches and the ethnography of
communication, the Penn program, now with depart-
mental status, stresses a social scientific rather than a
humanistic approach to folk studies. Presently, around
a third of the university teachers holding doctorates in
folklore received their training at Pennsylvania.

Another major center for the study of folklore is
UCLA. UCLA has offered courses in folklore since
1933 when Sigurd B. Hustvedt introduced a graduate
course in the ballad. Wayland D. Hand joined the Ger-
man faculty in 1937 and introduced a general folklore
course in 1939. Under the direction of Hand, an inter-
departmental teaching program was established in 1954,
offering at that time two dozen courses in folklore and
related areas. Currently, the Folklore and Mythology
Program at UCLA offers over seventy-five courses,
either directly or in conjunction with cooperating
departments, and awards interdisciplinary master’s and
doctoral degrees in folklore and mythology. The inter-
disciplinary nature of UCLA’s program gives it its
strength, for students choose from a wide variety of folk-
lore and allied courses in departments throughout the
university.

Thus, only two American universities, Indiana and
Pennsylvania, today have folklore departments, and
only three—Indiana, Pennsylvania, and UCLA —award
the Ph.D. in folklore. In Canada, Memorial University
of Newfoundland and Laval University have folklore
programs, one anglophone and the other francophone,
awarding doctoral degrees in folklore. In 1962 Herbert
Halpert joined the faculty of Memorial, and through the
encouragement and support of E. R. Story, English head
and place-names scholar, introduced folklore courses
and developed a folklore program in the Department of
English. In 1968 Halpert founded a Department of Folk-
lore, which now offers a full range of folklore courses and
emphasizes a balanced approach to folklore studies.
Laval University, with folklore studies dating from 1944
when Luc Lacourciére was appointed to a chair in folk-
lore, offers courses and degrees in folklore through its
Programmes d’Arts et Traditions Populaires. Laval’s pro-
gram stresses French folklore in North America.
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In the United States and Canada, master’s degrees in
folklore are offered at the University of California at
Berkeley, UCLA, Duquesne University, Indiana Uni-
versity, Laval University, Memorial University of New-
foundland, the University of North Carolina at Chapel
Hill, the University of Pennsylvania, and Western Ken-
tucky University. Only Harvard University, Indiana
University, Laval University, Memorial University, and
Pitzer College offer the B.A. degree in folklore.

Although the degree in folklore is not common in
North America, at least eighty institutions offer majors
in other disciplines (notably English, anthropology, and
American studies) that permit either a folklore minor or
concentration. These growing programs at all degree
levels range from formal curricula to informal concen-
trations. For example, the M.A. and Ph.D. in anthropol-
ogy or English with a folklore concentration is offered
at the University of Texas at Austin and the University
of Oregon. SUNY -Buffalo offers a Ph.D. in English with
a folklore and mythology concentration. George Wash-
ington University grants an M.A. in American studies
or anthropology and a Ph.D. in American studies with
a folklife concentration. Utah State University offers a
master’s degree in American studies or applied history
with a folklore concentration. At most of these univer-
sities, as well as at a number of others, a Ph.D. minor in
folklore is offered. Undergraduates at the University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill may elect an interdis-
ciplinary degree with an area in folklore, undergraduates
at the University of Texas at Austin may take a special
concentration in folklore, and undergraduates at Utah
State may earn a degree in American studies with a con-
centration in folklore.

Since the 1940s separate folklore courses have become
established in most major universities and in many small
colleges. The first survey of folklore studies in American
colleges and universities, conducted in 1940 by Ralph
Steele Boggs, dealt mainly with graduate courses in folk-
lore and found only twenty-three schools with folklore
courses. In 1940 only two American colleges and univer-
sities reported having introductory folklore courses. Ten
years later, Richard M. Dorson, reporting only on folk-
lore courses introduced since the 1940 survey, added
thirty-seven colleges and universities to the earlier list

of schools with folklore courses. By 1950, nearly half of
the courses were either introductory folklore or Ameri-
can folklore courses.

AFS cosponsored surveys of folklore studies in 1969,
1977, and 1985. The 1969 survey found 170 colleges and
universities with at least one course in folklore. The
most popular folklore course in 1969 was the introduc-
tory course, followed by courses in the ballad and folk-
song, American folklore, and the folktale. The 1977 sur-
vey found that the number of institutions offering
folklore courses had increased to 404. The introductory
course remained the most popular course, but Ameri-
can folklore replaced the ballad as the second most
popular course. The folktale course showed only a slight
increase in popularity. Courses in folklore in literature,
in regional folklore, and in ethnic folklore were the most
popular of recently introduced folklore courses in 1977.

The latest survey in 1985 found that at least 509
American and 19 Canadian colleges and universities
had at least one course in folklore. The introductory
folklore course remained the most popular folklore
course offered in American colleges and universities, fol-
lowed by the American folklore course. Regional Ameri-
can and ethnic American folklore courses were gaining
in popularity, and the ballad course—the most popular
folklore course in the United States in 1940 and second
only to the introductory course as late as 1969—
continued to lose its appeal.

The study of folklore has advanced steadily in North
America since 1940 when Ralph Steele Boggs reported
only a handful of American colleges and universities
with folklore courses. Although more folklore courses
are offered in English and, to a lesser degree, anthropol-
ogy departments than in any other departments or pro-
grams, folklore courses are found in a wide variety of
departments and programs from architecture to
women’s studies. At a number of institutions, folklore
courses, often cross-listed, are housed in more than one
department. While departments of folklore have not
developed, folklore courses and concentrations in allied
departments and programs, after a slow beginning, have
increased significantly in North America over the past
twenty-five years.
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THE FOLKLORIST AND THE PUBLIC

BURT FEINTUCH

Western Kentucky University

When I was a graduate student in folklore in the early
1970s, the received history of our discipline was a saga
of dedicated but unappreciated scholars marching slowly
yet inexorably toward a niche in the academy. It was a
view of the past and a prediction of the future that
chronicled folklore’s rise to academic credibility led by
scholars of high standards and broad vision. Quite
appropriately, it celebrated the best scholarship and the
newest perspectives, and it also emphasized profession-
alism, equating professional with academic, in contrast to
popularizer. Sharing that story was a means of entering
the group. We were, our professors told us, to carry the
torch, to don our own academic regalia in university
positions around the nation. Many of us did just that.

Like other received histories, this story reveals as
much about its tellers as it does its subject. In its partic-
ular moment, it made good sense. Graduate programs
were burgeoning, AFS was feeling flush because of a
rapid expansion of its membership, and the academic
future felt considerably more secure than ever before.
But it was clearly a selective view of our past, a history
that served rhetorical purposes, turning a blind eye to
much of what folklore work has been and much of what
folklorists have been doing in the last hundred years.

Certainly, the academic institutionalization of our dis-
cipline is one of our prime accomplishments, cause for
both celebration and relief. But it is one strand of a more
intricate fabric. What was lost for a time during those
heady and halcyon days of academic entrenchment was
an appreciation of the diversity of both our intellectual
lineage and our contemporary colleagues as well as our
contributions to the larger community. We do ourselves
a disservice when we forget that what we do is intimately
bound up with the world we live in and that through-
out our history many American folklorists have seen
their work as both public and academic. Ultimately, the
consequences of our public-spiritedness are likely to
form our most enduring legacy. Long after our discourse
of the moment is discarded and our latest new perspec-
tives are dated, the public dimension of our work will
remain.

But this public domain is difficult to give form and
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quantity. For instance, consider an AFS comprised in its
early days of anthropologist and poet, clergyman and
physician, novelist and feminist, civil servant and cura-
tor, professor and jurist. It is difficult to gloss motives
and assess outcomes derived from such diversity of back-
ground, motive, and endeavor. And the passing of time,
the changing of political climate and social priorities, the
advent and decline of other institutions and agencies,
and the vagaries of mass culture are linked in symbiosis
to our involvement in the larger community. Our work
has had inspired public consequence, while it has also
been molded by that same public.

To begin at the beginning: AFS did not create public
interest in the stuff we now claim as our purview.
Instead, the society was founded as a result of a larger
and wider general interest manifest in the popular press,
in public agencies, in academic circles, and among edu-
cated laypeople. Directed at the educated public, books
with “folklore” in their titles had been appearing in Brit-
ain and North America since the 1850s, gradually sup-
planting their antiquarian, philological, and anthropo-
logical antecedents, shaping the vocabulary used today
in public and academic settings. The interest was wide-
spread, and it was by no means limited to the North
American continent, as the histories of folk cultural
organizations and agencies around the world demon-
strate. AFS was one tangible outcome of that broad
interest.

The society united disparate interests and agendas,
nurturing study, appreciation, and advocacy of its sub-
ject matter. Its stated goals manifested a vision of Ameri-
can society and a set of priorities that were both pluralist
and public-spirited, implying that American society
benefits from its diversity and stressing the importance
of an inclusive rather than exclusive view of its cultural
components. American folklorists have helped Ameri-
cans pluralize and democratize their view of their nation.
With some pride, we can claim Newell’s statement as a
point of departure. Today, although the demographics
of the society he founded have changed considerably,
the duality and complementarity of our mission—
public and academic—remain deeply ingrained.



Some examples from early AFS history help establish
the tenor of public folklore work, demonstrating that for
many folklorists academic interest and public conse-
quence were indivisible. At the same time, they clearly
illustrate that preservation, protection, and presentation
have long been part of our collective venture. Thus,
much of what we today term “public sector” folklore
work has ample precedent from what is essentially the
dawn of our profession.

The very first volume of JAF notes AFS member
Alice Fletcher’s proposal to the American Academy for
the Advancement of Science that national archeolog-
ical reserves be created as monuments to American
Indian life. Fletcher, who at one time was employed at
the Winnebago Indian Agency in Nebraska, was one of
the many AFS members who worked with Native
American cultures at a time when such work was far
from fashionable. Her academic and public selves were
obviously not discretely separate from each other.

In 1892, JAF reported on a folklore exhibit at the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania’s museum, an early bastion of
folklore research. The exhibit, focusing on religious and
ceremonial artifacts with a catalog edited by Stewart
Culin, was visited by thousands. A year later, Culin, a
member of the AFS council, supervised a larger folklore
exhibit at the Columbian Exposition in Chicago. Pre-
senting both religious and secular artifacts, the exhibit
was by all reports a public success. In fact, folklore was
in the air at the exposition. Other exhibits showcased
folk cultural artifacts, and many presentations of folk
music were featured.

In the 1894 volume, Heli Chatelain writes, “It would
indeed be a great pity if all those grand Bantu languages
should disappear, and all the African mind and senti-
ment be forced into the strait-jackets of European forms
of speech” Three years later, a report notes that
Chatelain had founded the Philafrican Liberator’s
League to help “assist in the performance of the duty
which America owes toward enslaved Africa”
Chatelain, according to William Wells Newell, had
“given health and life to the cause of human brother-
hood in Africa” Evidently for Chatelain, folklore and
social justice were cut from the same cloth.

At the start of AFS’ second decade, the 1898 JAF
reports that the recently founded Hampton Folk-Lore
Society was interested in folklore not so much as a tool
for interpreting the past than as a means of understand-
ing contemporary Afro-American culture, the purpose
being to advance Hampton'’s cultural and philanthropic
work. And throughout JAF’s first decade its book

' Katharine Luomala, JAF editor, 1952-53
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reviewers tell readers time and time again that titles
under scrutiny are written not for an academic reader-
ship but for the general public. Many of those books
were written by AFS members.

The 1903 JAF reports the founding of Conservatoire
de la Tradition Populaire in Antwerp. With goals “to pre-
serve the originality of the folk by securing for it respect
and admiration and, if need be, to restore traditions,’ the
organization sounds much like today’s public sector folk-
life agencies. Presumably, today’s term “cultural conser-
vation” would not have been out of place in the Conser-
vatoire’s articles of incorporation.

Of course, it was in the AFS branches and the state
societies that public and academic folklore interests
often converged. Two hundred people attended the
fourth meeting of the California Branch of AFS, accord-
ing to the 1906 JAE In an alliance that lasted about sixty
years, the Kentucky Folklore Society met in Louisville
in conjunction with the Kentucky Education Associa-
tion in 1917. A hundred people attended the folklore
session. By then public interest in folklore was growing
in Kentucky. KFS member D. L. Thomas had a regular
folklore column in the Courier-Journal, the state’s news-
paper. Later, Gordon Wilson—a KFS stalwart, profes-
sor at Western Kentucky University (then a teachers col-
lege), dialect scholar, and popular writer—began a
column that ran for about two decades in as many as
eighty-nine newspapers. State societies and branches of
this kind have provided common ground for enthusiast
and academic. It is important to remember that
throughout history, the enthusiasts have far outnum-
bered the academics. At the same time, much of the
public work done by folklorists has used the state soci-
eties as base camps. For the most part, both of those
observations hold true even today.

Certain names stand our over time, among them
Lomax, Botkin, Korson, and Randolph. Three Lomaxes
have made remarkable contributions to our national
appreciation of community traditions. First, John
Lomax (who was AFS president in 1913), then Alan,
brought a stunning legacy of grassroots music into
national artistic consciousness. Certainly Americans
owe much of their awareness of the beauty and diversity
of our musical cultures to the work of father and son—
fieldworkers, authors, presenters, advocates, archivists,
record producers, scholars. It is arguable, too, that the
folksong revival that ultimately affected American popu-
lar music derives in large measure from the Lomaxes.
Ironically, that musical revival inspired many young
enthusiasts to channel their enthusiasm into academic
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work, so the Lomaxes’ efforts are a major reason for the
growth of AFS in the 1960s and 1970s. Today, Bess
Lomax Hawes continues a family tradition, as head of
the Folk Arts Program helping the National Endow-
ment for the Arts define and implement a mission
appropriate for a democratic multicultural nation.

Benjamin A. Botkin embodies much of what is good
about public folklife work, while at the same time the
considerable controversy centered on him illustrates the
ambiguities and complexities of such endeavor.
Harvard-trained in American civilization, he took a
nontraditional path, opting to work outside the aca-
demy. As chief of the folklore section of the Federal
Writers’ Project, the New Deal agency frequently cited
as the archetype for contemporary public sector work,
Botkin worked with Charles Seeger, Alan Lomax, and
others to articulate an appropriate role for a
government-funded folklife agency in a democracy.

Botkin argued that the materials collected in the
course of New Deal folklife work should be returned to
the communities from which they came. For Botkin,
nationalism, pluralism, and cosmopolitanism framed
folklore work. To him, scholarly and popular works were
part of a continuum. Certainly, he must be our best-
selling author. Sales of his regional folklore treasuries
were huge, and some remain in print decades after their
first publication. The eighth printing of his Treasury of
American Folklore was an edition of 400,000 copies. But
Botkin was controversial in the groves of academe. Aca-
demics sometimes excoriated him as a popularizer,
attacking his definitional and editorial practices and
criticizing his activist stance against the ideals of dispas-
sionate scholarship. Yet he was elected president of AFS,
and recent critical examinations of his career have por-
trayed him as a visionary.

Both George Korson and Vance Randolph made
their livings as writers, working largely outside of aca-
demic folklore circles. Korson, chronicling coal mining
culture, wrote model studies of occupational folklife that
fascinated a public readership and stand today as schol-
arly touchstones. Randolph, delving deeply into Ozark
folklife, gave us regional collections unrivaled in their
extent. Both men directed most of their publications at
nonspecialist readers. Archie Green has pointed out
that in their books Korson and Randolph turned field-
work into adventure, and that may be one reason for
their wide appeal.

Unquestionably, Botkin, Korson, and Randolph
demonstrated repeatedly that public and academic,
popular and scholarly are not necessarily oppositions.



Both Korson and Botkin saw content—what Botkin
might have termed the human dimension—as impor-
tant at a time when the academic mainstream focused
largely on items out of context. Randolph was one of
our greatest fieldworkers. Yet his biographer, Robert
Cochran, observes that AFS was slow to recognize the
magnitude and significance of Randolph’s work. It took
almost twenty-four years for JAF to begin reviewing his
publications, and it was not until 1978 that Randolph
was named a fellow of the society.

Today we are witness to a remarkable institutionaliza-
tion of public folklife work at the federal, state, and local
level. Three federal agencies lead the way. The Smithso-
nian Institution began its Festival of American Folklife
in 1967, inventing a dazzling format for presenting tra-
ditional culture. The festival unites folk performer, field-
worker, academic interpreter, and audience member in
the shadow of the Washington Monument, and it
stands as a sophisticated model of folk cultural presen-
tation, a model used in countless other folklife festivals
across the continent.

The Folk Arts Program at the National Endowment
for the Arts is one of that agency’s most successful
undertakings. From its inception in 1973, the program
has endeavored to pluralize and democratize the Endow-
ment’s support of the arts in American society. Its efforts
have legitimized folk arts support in the eyes of many
arts administrators and agencies around the nation.
One tangible consequence is that most states now have
a state folklorist, and these days it is becoming increas-
ingly common to find public folklorists working in
regional and local arts and culture agencies. We should
remember that twenty-five years ago, the term “state
folklorist” did not exist. Today, such neologisms as “city
folklorist” are slipping comfortably into our discourse.
NEA money seeded many of these state and local posi-
tions and projects. The Folk Arts Program is a flagship
for an increasingly eclectic fleet of agencies and
programs.

The American Folklife Center, created by Congress in
1976 after concerted lobbying led by Archie Green,
stands as a symbol of federal commitment to folklife.
The first national agency devoted solely to preserving,
documenting, and presenting American folklife, the
center is the inheritor of a legacy left by other agencies,
among them the Bureau of Ethnology and the Archive
of Folk Song. Today, the center oversees the Archive of
Folk Culture. It mounts model field documentation
projects on a scale until recently only dreamt of by
American folklorists. It works in partnership with other

John Greenway, JAF editor, 1964-68. :lert:‘oj by

Wayland D. Hand. Courtesy of Visual Media
Archive, UCLA Center for the Study of Compam—
tive Folklore and Mythology

Américo Paredes, JAF editor, 1969-73. Photo by
- Wayland D. Hand Courtesy of Visual Media
Archive, UCLA Center for the Study of Compara—
tive Folklore and Mythology
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agencies, building bridges to strengthen government
and public involvement in cultural conservation.

The contemporary folklorist is as likely—perhaps
even more likely—to work in the state capitol, the local
school system, a museum, a humanities council, or
another arts and culture organization as in the academy.
That is striking on two accounts. First, except for a com-
paratively few museums, such positions did not exist, at
least in a formally institutionalized manner, until the last
two decades. Second, the sheer number of those posi-
tions suggests that much of what the American public
knows of folklore is thanks to our folklife-in-education
programs, museum exhibits, and publications. At their
best, such efforts become powerful educational tools,
helping citizens reflect on the balance between power-
ful educational tools, helping citizens reflect on the bal-
ance between cultural continuity and culture change, on
the maintenance of distinctive cultural identities, on the
value of diversity in symbol, act, and ideation. But with
all that is new in public folklife endeavor, we must not
forget that much of it has substantial precedent from
early in our history.

We also must remind ourselves not to be complacent
about what we have built. It is easy to believe that
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today’s institutional structure represents a permanent
order, when we may actually have fashioned little more
than a house of cards. Sources of support grow, but they
are still comparatively few. History demonstrates that
bureaucratic priorities bend in the wind; a strong
enough wind could collapse our fragile edifice. To
strengthen our position we might assay to understand
better our own goals, to look critically at the efficacy of
our tools and programs, and to attempt to comprehend
the complex relations between our programs and the
wider economic and political webs in which they are
tangled. In short, we need more reflection, good ethnog-
raphies of our various enterprises, and critical thinking
on what David Whisnant terms “the politics of culture”

One consequence of that received history mentioned
earlier is an occasionally acrimonious debate in recent
years premised on the idea of a schism between public
and academic domains and the folklorists who inhabit
them. But who among us—whether employed in the
state capitol or the state university, the federal agency or
local school district, the historic preservation agency or
the humanities council—has not been involved in aca-
demic research, in field and library? At the same time,
who has not been involved in festival, exhibit, film, or
phonograph record? The fact is that most folklorists
share a reasonably common formal education. The stan-
dards held up as characterizing academic work are essen-
tially moral and ethical, differing not at all from those
that govern public work. Borders between the two
domains are not clearly marked. Many American folk-
lorists easily make the crossings innumerable times as
they go about their lives and their careers. In our cen-
tennial year, our diversity of membership demonstrates
just how permeable that border is and just how comple-
mentary public and academic endeavors are.
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