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Folklore grows from long
seeds. Just as an acorn sends down

across the sky, folklore is rooted
deeply in the past and yet still lives
and grows today. It spreads
through our modern world with
branches as wide and sturdy as any
oak's; it grounds us in yesterday
even as it helps us make sense of
both the present and the future.
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by Dr. Alan Jabbour



CONTEMPORARY FOLKLORE
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- ~ hat do a tale, a joke, a fiddle tune, a quilt, a jig, a game of

jacks, a saint’s day procession, a snake fence, and a Halloween costume
have in common? Not much, at first glance, but all these forms of human
creativity are part of a zone of our cultural life and experience that we
sometimes call “folklore.”

The word “folklore” means the cultural traditions that are learned and
passed along by ordinary people as part of the fabric of their lives and
culture. Folklore may be passed along in verbal form, like the urban leg-
end that we hear about from friends who assure us that it really happened
to a friend of their cousin. Or it may be tunes or dance steps we pick up on
the block, or ways of shaping things to use or admire out of materials
readily available to us, like that quilt our aunt made. Often we acquire
folklore without even fully realizing where or how we learned it.

Though we might imagine that the word “folklore” refers to cultural
traditions from far away or long ago, we actually use and enjoy folklore as
part of our own daily lives. It is often ordinary, yet we often remember and
prize it because it seems somehow very special. Folklore is culture we
share with others in our communities, and we build our identities through
the sharing. Our first shared identity is family identity, and family folklore
such as shared meals or prayers or songs helps us develop a sense of
belonging. But as we grow older we learn to belong to other groups as
well. Our identities may be ethnic, religious, occupational, or regional—
or all of these, since no one has only one cultural identity. But in every
case, the identity is anchored and strengthened by a variety of cultural
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traditions in which we participate and share with our neighbors. We feel
the threads of connection with people we know, but the threads extend far
beyond our own immediate communities. In a real sense, they connect us

in one way or another to the world.
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CONTEMPORARY FOLKLORE

Folklore possesses features by which we distinguish ourselves from
each other. A certain dance step may be African American, or a certain
story urban, or a certain hymn Protestant, or a certain food preparation
Cajun. Folklore can distinguish us, but at the same time it is one of the best
ways we introduce ourselves to each other. We learn about new ethnic
groups on the North American landscape by sampling their cuisine, and
we enthusiastically adopt musical ideas from other communities. Stories,
songs, and visual designs move from group to group, enriching all people
in the process. Folklore thus is both a sign of identity, experienced as a
special marker of our special groups, and at the same time a cultural coin
that is well spent by sharing with others beyond our group boundaries.

Folklore is usually learned informally. Somebody, somewhere, taught
us that jump rope rhyme we know, but we may have trouble remembering
Just where we got it, and it probably wasn’t in a book that was assigned as
homework. Our world has a domain of formal knowledge, but folklore is a
domain of knowledge and culture that is learned by sharing and imitation
rather than formal instruction. We can study it formally—that’s what we
are doing now!—but its natural arena is in the informal, person-to-person
fabric of our lives.

Not all culture is folklore. Classical music, art sculpture, or great nov-
els are forms of high art that may contain folklore but are not themselves
folklore. Popular music or art may be built on folklore themes and traditions,
but it addresses a much wider and more diverse audience than folk music
or folk art. But even in the world of popular and mass culture, folklore
keeps popping up around the margins. E-mail is not folklore—but an e-
mail smile is. And college football is not folklore—but the wave we do at
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the stadium is.

This series of volumes explores the many faces of folklore throughout
the North American continent. By illuminating the many aspects of folk-
lore in our lives, we hope to help readers of the series to appreciate more
fully the richness of the cultural fabric they either possess already or can
easily encounter as they interact with their North American neighbors.
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| Contemporary folklore is full of myster

vy, wonder, and humor. Like all folklore, it

iffinds patterns in our daily lives; it warns us against the world’s dangers; and it
| g e e o
ol provides us with insight and meaning.
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The story of the dog that choked on human fingers is both horrifying and funny. In one i ! {3
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The Apl'll 20, 1982 edition of Woman's World magazine
printed the following strange story:

A weird thing happened to a woman at work. She got home
one afternoon and her German shepherd was in
convulsions. So she rushed the dog to a vet, then raced
home to get ready for a date. As she got back in the door,
her phone rang. It was the vet, telling her that two human
fingers had been lodged in her dog’s throat. The police
arrived and they all followed a bloody trail to her bed-
room closet, where a young burglar huddled—moaning

over his missing thumb and forefinger.
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Jan Harold Brunvand decided to investigate what he calls the
“choking dog” story, and gives a fascinating history of where and
when this urban legend has traveled. He was able to trace it back as
far as June 24, 1981, when the Phoenix, Arizona, New Times pub-
lished it. Columnist Ron Hudspeth reported it in the Atlanta Journal'
on June 25, 1981. The story showed up again on July 4, 1981, in the
Lincoln, Nebraska, Lincoln Journal?, and Associated Press writer
Jim Klahn researched the story and reported on July 19 of that year
in the Portland Oregonian that the story was nothing more than a

“transcontinental rumor so far.”
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Next, the choking dog story appeared in the Tampa Bay Star on
August 19, and was reported under the headline “Reporter’s Dogged
Search Reveals Some Hard-Bitten Truths,” in the Hamilton, Ontario,
Canada Spectator on December 1. It surfaced again in the Benton Har-
bor and St. Joseph, Missouri, Herald-Palladium on December 31, 1981.

In the Los Angeles Herald Examiner of February 3, 1982, Digby
Diehl recorded a slightly different version of the choking dog story
and wrote a column describing how he heard a variation at a party in
Santa Barbara, where a friend of his repeated it as though it had
happened to an actual person she knew. The story eventually trav-
eled on to Palos Verdes, then Long Island, then San Francisco.
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One American folklorist, Richard ARRBFEESL
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Although the author of the Woman s World article stated clearly that
the story of the choking German shepherd was not true, even that ap-
pearance of the story will help spread it as an urban legend. At least
some readers (perhaps those who miss the author’s disclaimer') will
retell the story and discuss it with others, and the story will continue to
spread as an event that happened to the friend of a friend, a friend of an
aunt’s, an aunt of a friend’s. . . . Such stories have come to be known as
urban legends, and they make up the largest part of contemporary
folklore, the folklore that is unique to our modern culture.

Jan Harold Brunvand defines folklore as the “traditional, unofficial,
non-institutional part of culture. It encompasses all knowledge,
understandings, values, attitudes, assumptions, feelings, and beliefs trans-
mitted in traditional forms by word of mouth or by customary examples.”
Folklore includes many oral and verbal forms, customs, and material

traditions, such as crafts, art, architecture, costumes, and foods.
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