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it grounds us in yesterday

.
’

Folklore grows from long
seeds. Just as an acorn sends down
roots even as it shoots up leaves
across the sky, folklore is rooted
and grows today. It spreads
through our modern world with
branches as wide and sturdy as any

deeply in the past and yet still lives

oak's
even as it helps us make sense of

both the present and the future.
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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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FOLK CUSTOMS

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
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at 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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Children work to make sense out of their world by discovering patterns
and categories.




Seeking Patterns

Superstitions, Customs,
and Traditions
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Scientists’s theories are based on research—uwhile customs, traditions, and superstitions |§= &

are built on centuries of ordinary life.




Human beings crave order. Reality is a helter-skelter mass
of conflicting messages and circumstances, a confusing jumble of coin-
cidence and stimulus. At first glance, predictable patterns are difficult
to spot. But the human brain is designed to seek and find shapes and
recurring patterns.

From the days of our earliest development, we are busily sorting
and classifying the world, trying to make sense out of everything we
experience. Along the way, we develop a mental framework, a set of
rules and categories, to help us create order out of reality’s chaos. Chil-
dren in the process of learning to talk learn that objects and animals,
people and foods, all can be categorized. At first all furry things may
called “kee-kees” for kitty, but soon children will be able to fine-tune
their mental slots as they leamn the first words for doggie and bunny and
horsey, and eventually more sophisticated words (and categories) like

mammal, rodent, cattle, and feline.
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Children explore their
worlds, building an
increasing understanding
of the way things work.

As children grow, they also gain a sense of how things happen. Those
of us who are older may take these basic patterns for granted, but young
children work hard to grasp the rules that predict life’s flow. For example,
they learn that it gets dark at night when they go to bed, and gradually
they come to know that days are measured by this pattern of recurring'
sleep and darkness; based on this pattern, they begin to understand the
meaning of words like “tomorrow,” “yesterday,” and “today.” For people
who take daily naps, however, this can be a confusing concept; until
she was four or five, my youngest daughter, who always took a long
nap in the middle of the day, always spoke of the morning as “yester-
day” and the late afternoon and evening as “tomorrow.” Eventually,
she learned that it was the periods of darkness rather than her sleep
intervals that measured days, but in the meantime she was confused
about one of human reality’s most basic patterns.

Children are not the only ones who seek these patterns. Adults do
also. Throughout our lives, we continually struggle to understand how
life works. We look for patterns that will help us predict how we should
live our lives in relation to the ongoing flow of events. We sort and
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categorize and look for rules that will make sense out of life’s entire
mix of joys and sorrows. Like my daughter, sometimes we may shape a
basic premise? that guides our life, not realizing that we’ve misunder-
stood the flow of cause and effect; some aspects of our mental structure
may be built on errors or meaningless coincidence’. Despite that,
however, the structure may still serve us well. It gives us a mental road-
way to follow through life. It helps us feel comfortable in the midst of

life’s chaos.
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meaning of reality.




