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A Review A r t i c l e  

I n  The Study of  American Folklore: Pln In t roduc t ion  ( ~ i .  W. Norton, 1968), - - - --.- - - 
Jan Brunvand wr i t e s  t h a t  " the re  a r e  t h r e e  necessary s t a g e s  involved i n  
t he  s tudy  of a l l  f o lk lo re :  t hese  a r e  co l l ec t ion ,  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  and 
analysis.It (p. 11)  Brunvandls book is  l a r g e l y  concerned wi th  t h e  second 
s tage ,  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n ,  and the re fo re  wi th  d e f i n i t i o n  and example. H i s  
d e f i n i t i o n  of f o l k l o r e  as l1those ma te r i a l s  i n  c u l t u r e  t h a t  c i r c u l a t e  
t r a d i t i o n a l l y  among m e m b e r s o f n g r o u p i n d i ~  =ions, whe- 
t h e r  i n  o r a l  f G r  by r n e a n ~ ~ ~ u ~ r y e ~ ~ ~ b r o a d  
---_I---- - 
nough t o  encompass t he  o r a l  genres a s  we l l  as as  Gets o f  material cul- 
tu re .  i lorking within t h e  framework of  t h i s  genera l  de f in i t i on ,  Brunvand 
begins h i s  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of  Anglo-American fo lk lore .  

Folklore is  divided f i r s t  i n t o  t h e  realms of verba l ,  p a r t l y  v e r b a l  and 
non-verbal mater ial .  i rhi le  such terms se rve  t o  i n d i c a t e  rouzh d i v i s i o n s  
of fo lk lo re ,  they  l e a d  t o  a c e r t a i n  fra<gmentation i n  t h e  d iscuss ion  o f  
enres.  For example, Frunvandts t reatment  of  b a l l a d s  and folksongs 

f i  .e., ve rha l  f o l k l o r e )  is separated from h i s  d i scuss ion  of  f o l k  music 
(i-e., non-verbal fo lk lo re ) .  Such ques t ions  a s  t h e  na tu re  of tune-text  
r e l a t i o n s h i p s  must t he re fo re  be l e f t  unexplored, and t h e  r eade r  ques- 
t i o n s  whether t he  convenience of the verbal/non-verbal c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  
compensates f o r  t h e  l o s s  of  such discussion.  The verba l ,  p a r t l y  ve rba l  
and non-verbal d i s t i n c t i o n  is only t h e  f i r s t  of many d i v i s i o n s  s e t  up by 
Brunvand. Ee d iscusses  Itfour b a s i c  t heo r i e sn  which expla in  t h e  f o l k  and 
t h e i r  l o r e ,  and s u ~ g e s t s  " four  major k inds  of m e r i c a n  f o l k  qroups." 
(p. 21) "Three q u a l i t i e s u  d i s t i n g u i s h  t h e  "four  p-ajor ca t egor i e s  o f  pro- 
verbs wi th  s e v e r a l   subdivision^.^^ (p. 33) The !Itrue r idd le t1  may "have 
f u l l y  s i x  d i s t i n c t  p a r t s u  (p. SO), which Rrunvand i l l u s t r a t e s .  He men- 
t i o n s  " three  bodies  of world mythu (p. 30), and e s t a b l i s h e s  Itfour groups 
o f  legends.. . on t h e  basis of  t h e i r  priicary concern wi th  r e l i g i o n ,  t he  
supernatural ,  i nd iv idua l  persons, o r  l o c a l i t i e s  and t h e i r  h i s to r i e s . "  
(p. 871 

Such d i v i s i o n s  a r e  furt!?er d i s sec t ed  i n  many o f  Rrunvandls chapters .  
Under t he  c a t e ~ : o r y  "jump-rope rhymestt we f i n d  mentioned t h e  p l a i n  jump -- 
and t h e  endurance jump, t h e  l a t t e r  f r equen t ly  d. is t inguished by  pro- - 
p h e t i c  rhymes. ~ ~ e e d u m ~  games and ac t ion  rhymes a r e  a l s o  i so l a t ed .  ---- - ' ( 3 5 )  Since these  minute d i s t i n c t i o n s  w o u K e l y  be requi red  o f  doc- 
t o r a l  candidates  i n  f o l k l o r e  (except ing,  of course,. a s tuden t  whose d i s -  
s e r t a t i o n  d e a l t  with jump-rope rhymes), t h e i r  va lue  t o  t he  u n d e r ~ r a d u a t e  
s tuden t  i s  l imi ted .  Y7hese breakdowns of s u b j e c t  ma t t e r  were favorably  
received by s tuden t s  who had used The s tudyWof  American Folk lore  prikar- --- 
i l y  as a source f o r  back-wound and re ference  mater ia l .  "In com~ar i son  
to-  t e x t s  used f o r  o the r  courses,  ?runvandls book sco res  high d i e  t o  h i s  
emphasis upon ou t l i ne  of ma te r i a l .  and d e f i n i t i o n  of  termsl t t  wrote one 
stuiTent. b o t h e r  r evea l ing ly  ind ica ted  t h a t  "This d e f i n i t i o n ,  along with 
many examples presented t3rouF.hout t h e  book, z ives  t h e  s tu6en t  a sense 
of secur i ty .  .." 

I n  t h i s  l a t te r  s tatement  i s  found t h e  g r e a t e s t  drawback t o  such c l a s s i -  



f i c a t i o n s  a s  those mentioned above. " h i l e  Frunvandls minute d iv i s ions  and 
subdivisions serve t o  i s o l a t e  i n  a manazeable vay d i s t i n c t i v e  f ea tu res  of  
the  genres, such phrases a s  "four major hinds" and If three  characteristic^^^ 
can a l s o  serve  t o  arouse i n  s tudents  a response akin t o  t h a t  which t h e  
b e l l  t r iggered  i n  ?avlovls  dogs---magic markers immediately begin t o  un- 
de r l ine  the  mentioned ca te f ,o r i e s  on the  assimption t h a t  t o  memorize the  
"numberedtt items w i l l  guarantee success on tile f i n a l  examination. To 
poin t  out such a draxback is  not,  01 course, t o  c r i t i c i z e  Erunvand--- 
it is r a t h e r  an unfortunate comment on the  s tudy h a b i t s  encouraqed by 
many undergraduate courses---but t o  suggest the  purposes f o r  which h i s  
book can and cannot be successfu l ly  used. 

Brunvand s t a t e s  i n  h i s  uAcknowledgementsu t h a t  c e r t a i n  f o l k l o r i s t s  
" w i l l  recognize many of t h e i r  ideas i n  t h i s  book," and we f i n d  i n  h i s  
chapters r e l i a b l e  summaries of c e r t a i n  f o l k l o r e  theor ies .  H i s  presenta- 
t i o n  of  theor i e s  of myth or ig ins ,  f o r  example, is a model of  conciseness. 
(PP. 83-86) S t i l l ,  i n  a work pr imar i ly  concerned with c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  and 
division,  t h e o r e t i c a l  considerat ions can be given no more than summary 
treatment. The emphasis on c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  and d e f i n i t i o n  a l s o  leaves lit- 
t l e  room f o r  funct ional  analysis .  Fdhile Brunvand is c l e a r l y  aware t h a t  
" the  s tudy of fo lk lo re  is  a subdivision of the  broader s tudy o f  man and 
h i s  works.. .It (p. 9) ,  t he  focus of  h i s  book allows only b r i e f  mention of  
the  ways i n  which fo lk lo re  may be r e l a t ed  t o  o the r  aspects  of  cul ture.  1 

The use made of The Study of American Folklore, therefore ,  w i l l  depend -- 
upon the  i n d i v i d z  i n s t r u c t o r ' s  conception of t h e  purpose of the  under- 
graduate fo lk lo re  course. Those who f e e l  t h a t  t h e  aim of such a course 
is t o  produce s tudents  who can def ine  and c l a s s i f y  the  ma te r i a l s  of 
fo lk lo re  can r e l y  s o l e l y  upon Brunvandls book. To be t r u l y  meaningful, 
though, a course should go beyond mere defi-nition. While professors  of 
education have bandied such terms as "c rea t ive  learning" t o  t h e  poin t  o f  
meaninglessness, it remains t r u e  t h a t  inductive and problem so lv ing  ex- 
periences a r e  v i t a l  p a r t s  of the  learn ing  process. The d i s c i p l i n e  of  
fo lk lo re  happily allows us t o  provide such experiences i n  helping the  
s tudent  discover the  r o l e s  played by the  f o l k l o r i s t  i n  h i s  own n a t u r a l  
milieu. 

Amplification of t h e  suggestions made by Robert J. Adarns ("A Functional  
Approach t o  Introductory Folklore," FOLKLORE FORW, I r 1 9 6 ' 3  7, 10-12) 
is perhaps unnecessary, but  an exerc ise  in  my own intrcducto?y course 
w i l l  i l l u s t r a t e  the  above point.  Within t h e  first two weeks of the  semes- 
t e r ,  s tudents  were asked t o  c o l l e c t  f i v e  t o  seven obscene o r  e t h n i c  
jokes. Standards f o r  co l l ec t ion ,  such a s  r epor t ing  the  exact  words o f  in- 
formants and noting t h e  context of  each item, were explained before t h e  
assignment was begun, and pe r t inen t  a r t i c l e s  were assigned. 

In  t h e  two hours devoted t o  discussion of t h e  completed co l l ec t ions ,  
many i s sues  of c e n t r a l  concern t o  the  f o l k l o r i s t  emerged. One student ,  
who had co l l ec ted  (unobserved) h i s  jokes i n  a small  town b a r  and then 
attempted t o  quest ion t h e  na r ra to r s ,  a l l  i n  various s t ages  of  intoxica-  

The excel lent  suggestions f o r  f u t u r e  s tudy which appear i n  
Brunvandts chapters  suggest both t h e o r e t i c a l  and a n a l y t i c a l  explorat ions.  



t i on ,  about "why the  jokes were funny" had a g rea t  dea l  t o  t e l l  t he  
c l a s s  about problems of gaining rapport.  The subjec t  mat ter  i n  co l l ec ted  
jokes, ranging from an e igh t  year  o l d ' s  l lA p ig  f e l l  i n  t h e  mudn t o  items 
bes t  l e f t  t o  the  obscenity i s sues  of foUtlore publ ica t ions ,  revealed how 
much of obscenity (i.e,, what's I1dirty1l?) depends upon t h e  c u l t u r a l  ex- 
perience of the  informant and t h e  context of narrat ion.  Comparisons of 
various col lec t ions  i n  s m a l l  group discussion revealed t h a t  v a r i a n t s  of 
seven jokes ( i n  a c l a s s  of th i r ty - f ive )  had been gathered, and t h e  na- 
t u r e  of va r i a t ion ,  which in  seve ra l  cases involved the  pro tagonis ts '  
switching from Rastus and Liza t o  Poles o r  Kentuckians, l e d  i n t o  a d i s -  
cussion of the  funct ions of humor i n  our society.  

Likewise, the  discussion which followed a s h o r t  legend c o l l e c t i n g  pro- 
j e c t  ended with a s tudent  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  f o r  fo lk  legends. The ca tegor ies  
s tudents  suggested turned out  t o  be the  same a s  Rrunvandts "four groups," 
but because t h e  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  had been evolved through ana lys i s  of t h e  
s tudents1  own data,  and not simply presented as a "fact,l l  it became a s ig-  
n i f i c a n t  and funct ioning p a r t  of the  semester 's work. 

Such assignments allow the  s tudent  t o  observe and t o  involve himself i n  
the  ma te r i a l s  and processes defined by ~runvand,2  This is not  t o  suggest, 
however, t h a t  we simply turn our s tudents  loose  with t h e i r  notebooks and 
use whatever ma te r i a l s  they can glean a s  the  substance of  our courses. A 
combination of col lec t ing ,  discussion,  and r e l i a b l e  reading mater ia ls  is 
e s s e n t i a l  t o  the success of any fo lk lo re  course. 

Brunvandts book is  therefore  necessary a s  a source f o r  backgrgund and 
reference materials .  H i s  c l ea r  and a u t h o r i t a t i v e  treatment o f  mater ia ls  
which formerly required a grea t  d e a l  of l e c t u r e  time f o r  t h e i r  presenta- 
t i o n  allotas us t o  devote c l a s s  sess ions  t o  discussions of theory, func- 
t i o n  and process. T/~rhile such discussions obviously l i e  a t  t h e  h e a r t  of  
any fo lk lo re  course, they can be s t ruc tured  only upon a foundation of  
prec ise  de f in i t ion .  The Study of American Folklore provides t h a t  foun- --- 
da t  ion. 

Saundra Keyes 
Indiana Universi ty Downtown Campus 
Indianapolis ,  Indiana 

* The comments made by seve ra l  members of  the  American Folklore 
Society l a s t  november (v&. , t h a t  undergraduate s tudents  should not  be 
assigned co l l ec t ing  p r o j e c t s  because they  could not  produce worthwhile 
co l l ec t ions )  seem t o  ignore the  funct ion of the  s tudent  col lec t ion .  We 
should be more concerned with t h e  processes i n  which our s tuden t s  be- 
come involved than with the  products which they  produce, although with 
proper guidance the  product---the collection---becomes a valuable con- 
t r i b u t i o n  t o  our f i e l d .  


