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Children’s Folklore 
and A dults’ Folklore

F o lk lo re  has becom e such an  am biguous term  with so m any 
different m eanings th a t anyone w ho is dealing  w ith th a t dom ain  o f  
cu ltu re  feels obliged to  sta te  clearly his ow n po in t o f  view on  the 
m atte r. T his is a ll  the m ore necessary since in P o land  in o rder 
to becom e a specialist in fo lklore you have to take  up  research on 
your ow n afte r studying an  a rts  subject. T his fact influences the 
choice o f  the aspects o f  fo lk lore which are studied (a m usicologist 
will study m usical folk lore, an  e th n o g rap h er —the fo lk lore o f  ethnic 
com m unities, a literary  critic —folklore in literature , etc.), and  there 
is a  p a rticu la r in terest in those aspects which are re la ted  to the 
researcher’s line o f  studies o r profession.

A grow ing num ber o f  people in terested  in fo lklore are u n d e rtak ­
ing the task  o f  establish ing a un iform  term inology, since otherw ise 
the results o f  fo lk lore  studies will n o t be com m unicative, which could 
lead  to  the appearance  o f  m any different “studies o f  fo lk lo re .” 
T h is m a tte r is a lready  being discussed in som e research  cen tre s .1 
H ow ever, it is no t easy to arrive a t a consisten t in terp re ta tio n  o f 
term inology  on  accoun t o f  diverging aim s and  the fact th a t there 
are  m any different concepts o f  folklore.

T he effectiveness o f  research and  the fu rther developm ent o f  
fo lk lo re  studies dem and  also th a t the co n ten t and  scope o f  the term s 
used be clearly  defined. It o ften  happens, how ever, th a t w hen using 
the w ord “fo lk lo re” we refer to different dom ains o f  cu ltu re  o r

1 See F. L. U t le y ,  Folk L itera tu re— An O perational Definition. In Polish transl. 
by E. Aum er and M. Waliriski, “Literatura L u d ow a,” 1974, no. 1. p. 45.
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their various aspects. Since the m ateria ls which are s tud ied  in the 
presen t w ork  m ay also p rovoke a discussion on  w hether o r  no t they 
are a p a rt o f  folklore, it is necessary to sta te  precisely o u r  po in t o f  
view an d  accoun t for it. Especially since ow ing to  the ever-increas­
ing num ber o f  definitions o f  fo lk lore  and  trad itio n  the m a tte r has be­
com e even m ore confused instead o f  being cleared up . T h e  lack o f  
unan im ity  can  be seen in the fact th a t a com prehensive, A m erican 
d ic tionary  o f  fo lk lo re 2 con ta in s as m any as 21 definitions o f  the term , 
each by a different scholar. The la te  F. L. U tley, an  A m erican  fo lk ­
lore researcher, fo rm er secretary general o f  the In te rn a tio n a l Society 
for F o lk -N arra tiv e  R esearch, w hen looking  for a w ork ing  definition, 
analyzed all the existing ones an d  drew  a tten tio n  to the various 
o rien ta tio n s, schools an d  centres w hich have diverging conceptions 
o f  fo lk lo re .3 T his exam ple shou ld  m ake us realize th a t the  lack o f  
precision in defining fo lk lore  is qu ite  general.

T he term  “fo lk lo re” alm ost from  the very beginning, i.e. from  
the year 1846, has been a source o f  m any m isunderstand ings. A t 
first its m eaning  was too  restric ted , covering only artistic  fo lk  cu ltu re ; 
then its scope was too  wide, as it denoted  b o th  the subject o f  
research  and  the study o f  fo lk lo re  as such; next it was trea ted  as 
a synonym  o f  “e th n o g rap h y ” o r o f  “ethno logy ,” and  finally in various 
coun tries its m eaning was lim ited  only to  the “o ra l p ro d u c tio n s o f  
the w ork ing  peop le .” T here  have been m any a ttem p ts  a t aban d o n in g  
the w ord  “fo lk lo re ,” bu t alw ays after a while it was used as b efo re .4 
It w ould  ap p ear th a t V. Y. G usev, a R ussian  fo lklore researcher, is 
right w hen he w rites:

“ It is doub tfu l w hether now adays the use o f  the w ord  ‘fo lk lo re’ 
in its etym ological m eaning w ould  be justifiable, since the h istory 
o f  every term  is irreversible and  its real m eaning inevitably  chang­
es w ith the developm ent o f  the subject o f  study and  w hat is know n 
ab o u t it.” 5

2 Funk and W agnalls S tandard D ictionary o f  Folklore, M ytho logy and Legend, 
vol. I, ed. M. Leach, N ew  York 1949, p. 398 — 403.

3 U t l e y ,  op. cit.
4 See V. Y . G u s e v ,  Folklor. H istoria i aktualne znaczenie terminu (Folklore. 

Its H isto ry  and T oday’s M eaning o f  the Term), transl. by T . Z ielichow ski, “Litera­
tura L u d ow a,” 1974, no. 4/5, p. 63.

5 V. Y. G u s e v ,  E ste tyka  fo lk loru  (The A esthetics o f  Folklore), transl. by T. Zie­
lichow ski, W roclaw  1974, p. 90.
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T he no tion  o f  “fo lk lo re” m ust have becom e deeply em beded in 
the cu ltu ra l consciousness o f  m odern  m an, since we seldom  realize 
th a t “the com m on peop le” as a social class in the n ineteen th -cen­
tu ry  sense o f  the w ord no longer exist, though  we keep talk ing  a b o u t 
their know ledge, their cu ltu re  and  skills. In  the m eantim e the second 
p a rt o f  the w ord “fo lk lo re” has gained im portance , an d  this has led 
to a w idening o f  the field o f  research. W e m ay add  th a t English 
fo lk lore  researchers, w hen p resen ting  the fo lk lore  o f  a  given social 
g roup , take  away the first ha lf o f  the w ord “fo lk lo re” and  replace it 
w ith the nam e o f  the social g roup  which is being studied . T hu s for 
exam ple a m onograph  on  the fo lk lore  o f  ch ildren  has been given the 
title The Lore o f  Children . 6 In  this case “ lo re” does n o t refer to  the 
en tire  subculture  created  by children , bu t only to  w hat we in P o lan d  
call folklore. Since we do no t have any o th e r term  a t o u r disposal, 
we give the nam e o f  “fo lk lo re” to any unofficial texts p roduced  by 
a given group  and  passed on  by w ord o f  m ou th . W e m ay therefo re  
speak o f  the fo lk lore o f  m iners, steelw orkers and  p o tte rs ; o f  w ork ing- 
-class, coun try  and  tow n fo lk lo re ; o f  the fo lk lore  o f  certa in  vocations 
o r social spheres; o f  the fo lk lore o f  different age g roups: schoo l­
ch ildren , students, etc.

T he folklore o f  a social g roup  is generally based  o n  trad itio n a l 
peasan ts’ folklore, though we should  keep in m ind th a t in te rn a tio n ­
al m otifs form  the su b stra tum  o f  trad itio n a l fo lk lore  —they are  no t 
c rea ted  by the people, bu t only  ado p ted  and  transfo rm ed  by them .

T his trad itio n a l fo lk lore  has given b irth  to  all the varieties o f  
fo lk lore  which are  linked w ith vocational circles o r  social spheres. Jo in t 
w ork, com m on interests, the sam e level o f  know ledge and  a sim ilar 
a ttitu d e  tow ards life help to form  groups w hose m em bers have a  sen­
se o f  belonging and  sim ilar needs. T his k ind o f  g roup  cherishes its 
rituals, custom s, its lite ra tu re  reflecting its vocational interests, and  
the type o f  w ork handed  dow n by trad itio n . O n their basis the 
m em bers o f  the g roup  create  new custom s and  lite ra tu re  in acco rd ­
ance w ith their needs. T he fact o f  reaching  o u t fo r trad itio n a l ideas 
in o rd e r to revive them , enrich  them  w ith con tem p o rary , m ore 
com m unicative realities, b rea the  new life in to  them  —this fact d e­
m onstra tes the vivid, ever-active force o f  fo lk lore  and  constitu tes an  
incessant act o f  creating , o f  re in terp re ting  trad itio n . T oday  it has

6 1. and P. O p ie , The L ore and Language o f  Schoolchildren , O xford 1959, p. 417.
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becom e obvious th a t fo lk lore  can n o t be identified w ith those who pass 
it on  o r with the social cond itions which in the past have given 
birth  to fo lklore. The fact th a t o ld  people die o r th a t social con ­
ditions change does no t m ean th a t fo lk lore has to disappear.

R ecent research conducted  no t only  in E urope but all over the 
w orld has clearly show n th a t the m ost industria lized  u rb an  societies 
create an d  hand  dow n their ow n folk lore, which, though  it is well 
ro o ted  in trad ition , co n ta in s  wholly new ideas. M uch o f  w hat has been 
handed  dow n has changed  its function  and  has ad ap ted  itself to 
co n tem p o rary  m entality  and  needs, so th a t it is difficult to d istin ­
guish it from  w hat is being p roduced  to d ay .7 T his m odification, 
ad ap ta tio n  and  co n stan t change w hich can be observed  proves that 
the w hole process is very m uch alive. It is this o rgan ic  force o f  
fo lk lore  w hich has becom e the object o f  num erous discussions and 
m uch controversy . T he question  concern ing  the changeability  o f  
fo lk lore  is o f  particu la r im portance  now adays, in this age o f  mass 
cu lture . T hough  as yet there are no studies which m ight show  the 
re la tions betw een fo lk lore  and  m ass culture, there are, how ever, clearly 
visible tendencies to w ards w idening the scope o f  the no tion  o f 
“fo lk lo re” so as to  cover novelties w hose orig in  is closely linked 
with the m ass m edia, as for exam ple in the case o f  television 
doggerels, which will be discussed later. T here exist certa in  com m on 
features, w hich link up  these two varieties o f  culture. A nd so for 
exam ple fo lklore is kep t alive by elem ents which have becom e to 
a great ex ten t objective an d  which suit the com m unity  in question.. 
In the sam e way in m ass cu ltu re  all tha t is subjective and  too 
individual has to be m ade objective, as only then will it stand 
a chance o f  success and  m ay becom e widely know n. It is then 
for these reasons th a t b o th  fo lk lore and  m ass cu ltu re  reach o u t for 
universal, w ell-know n m otifs, which suit the m ajority . B oth fo lklore 
and m ass cu ltu re  owe their popu larity  to sim ple, schem atic, alm ost

7 L. D é g h , Neue Sagenerscheinungen in der industriellen U m welt der U SA, 
[in:] P roblem e der Sagenforschung, ed. L. von R öhrich, Freiburg 1973, p. 3 4 —52; 
L. V ir t a n e n ,  Sagentradition b e i Kindern, ibidem, p. 190 — 195; D. S im o n id e s ,  W spół­
czesność a tradycja  w now szych  opowiadaniach ludowych (C on tem porary L ife and Tra­
dition in T o d a y’s Folklore), [in:] Z  zagadnień tw órczości ludow ej (Problem s o f  Folklore), 
ed. by R. G órski, J. K rzyżanow ski, W roclaw 1972, p. 137— 153, Studia F olk lory­
styczne.
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black and  w hite poetic m eans, w holly adap ted  to the m entality  and  
perceptive capab.ilities o f  the public.

Little w onder then th a t quite  a large g roup  o f  fo lklore researchers 
are postu la ting  research into new, u n trad itio n a l narra tives c ircu lating  
in society .8 T his concerns bo th  the reperto ire  o f  ad u lts  and  children . 
In bo th  cases the texts which are being transm itted  have o rig inated  
in m ass culture. It is enough th a t the given g roup  o r sphere should  
consider them  in teresting and th a t they should  suit the m ajority , 
fo r this assures them  a spon taneous oral circulation.

M oreover, in any period o f  history, ap a rt from  the classical 
types o f  fo lk lore which belong to a great extent to the in tern a tio n a l 
reperto ire , there is a w hole g roup  o f  m otifs, o f  them es, w hich are 
the p ro d u c t o f  a particu lar generation , a p articu la r period , an d  which 
as it seem s m ust have answ ered the m ental needs o f  the com m unity  
in question  since they proved  to be so lasting.

T his is w hat has tu rned  the in terest o f  to d ay ’s fo lklore research ­
ers tow ards un trad itio n a l texts, p roduced  directly in o u r tim es and 
o ften  spread  by the m ass m edia. In the U nited  S tates, w here m ass 
cu ltu re  is m ost developed, they have split up in to  two groups, 
depend ing  on  their a ttitu d e  tow ards the new m otifs which function  
in fo lk lore  and  which are passed on  by w ord o f  m ou th . T he first 
g roup  is m ade up o f  those who include the p roducts o f  m ass 
cu ltu re  in folklore, for they see in them  the expression o f  o u r tim es; 
the second is constitu ted  by those who have separated  them selves 
from  the first group  in the conviction th a t if the p roducts o f  m ass 
cu ltu re  are allow ed to en ter folk lore, it will cease to  exist. T he first 
g roup  believe fo lklore to be dynam ic, ever-changing and  capab le  o f  
co n stan t reb irth , the second lim it fo lk lore to trad ition , to  fo lklore 
p roduced  by an illiterate, prim itive com m unity . F o r them  trad itio n  
does no t m ean co nstan t selection and  is no t a changing  process 
which requires incessant verification o f  the transm itted  m otifs, bu t 
is a  synonym  o f  “ the a rch a ic ,” o f  “ superstition .” 9

To these two com pletely opposed  views we m ay add  an o th e r, re­

x T his could be seen at the C ongress o f  Folklore Studies in Prague-L iblice in 
1966. See H. B a u  s in g e r ,  Gattungsdäm m erung. Tagung der Erzählforscher in Prag, 
“Stuttgarter Z eitung,” 1966, no. 210. 

g U t l e y ,  op. eit.

1 -  L iterary Studies in Poland
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presented  by the w ell-know n C an ad ian  scholar M cL uhan . He has 
in troduced  the concept o f  “ the fo lk lore o f  industria l m a n ,” where 
fo lk lo re  is no t a p ro d u c t o f  trad itio n , and  is no t com posed  o f  
o ld  elem ents, changed and  b ro u g h t to  life again, b u t is a  p roduct 
o f  the m ass m edia. We can n o t help  noticing the to ta lly  different 
s itua tion  in which the text is p roduced  in this case. W hat the m ass 
m edia offer on  television, in films, in com ics and  so o n  is often  
accepted through  lack o f  any th ing  else, how ever it all lacks the 
necessary spontaneity  and conco rdance  with the needs o f  the social 
g roups who are the po ten tia l ca rrie rs  o f  fo lk lo re .10 In this case 
fo lk lore  does not spring up from  the cu lture  o f  a given group, it 
does not express the a ttitudes, beliefs, behav iour and  views o f  the 
group , but only “the m anagers’” ideas o f  the g ro u p ’s needs.

O u t o f  all the different views an d  opinions, th a t o f  F. L. U tley 
seem s m ost sound when he w rites: “folk lite ra tu re  is lite ra tu re  passed 
on by w ord o f  m outh , independently  o f  w here we m eet it: in 
prim itive isolated areas o r in civilized cu ltu ra l o u tsk irts  o f  u rb an  
o r cou n try  com m unities, in the ru ling  o r  subo rd inate  classes.” 11

F ar aw ay from  all these controversies a new, spon tan eo u s k ind 
o f  creativ ity  is being developed. T hough  it does no t fit w ith in  the 
b o u n d s o f  the trad itio n a l concept o f  fo lk lore, it has to be no ted , c a ta ­
logued and  studied w ithin the field o f  fo lklore. T his is all the m ore 
necessary since in the h istory  o f  fo lk lore  there have been cases o f  
certa in  genres, certain  m otifs being left unno ted  because they lay 
ou tside  the accepted definition o f  folklore. In o rd e r no t to m ake the 
sam e m istake, we have to extend the scope covered by the no tion  o f  
fo lk lore. N o one can guaran tee  th a t the new spoken texts p roduced  
to d ay  will no t en ter o u r ch ild ren ’s o ra l reperto ire  for good . They 
a p p ear and  function  accord ing  to  the rules which fo r cen turies have 
been binding  in fo lklore, in accordance  w ith the laws and  theory  o f  
fo lk lo re . They are subject to the ever-present objective laws o f  the 
p rocess o f  tran sfo rm atio n  in fo lk lore, which are independent o f  the 
will o f  the researcher. Even though  we are aw are th a t no t everything 
w hich circulates am ong ch ildren  to d ay  is in fact p roduced  by them , we

10 See M. M c L u h a n . The M echanical Bride. Folklore o f  Industrial M an , 
L ondon 1967.

11 U t le y ,  op. cit.. p. 56.
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consider to be fo lk lore all those o ra l texts which have a sp o n taneous 
character, which children  spread  aro u n d  and  feel to  be the ir ow n. 
F o r these reasons we should  perhaps devote a little tim e to  d iscuss­
ing the ways in which these texts and  these m otifs reach the reper­
to ire o f  to d ay ’s children. O nce we have discovered the source o f  
this reperto ire , we shall be able to  study the m echanism  w hich leads 
to the appearance  o f  new fo lk lore , in o u r case—child ren ’s fo lklore, 
and  this will pave the way fo r studies on  the fo lk lore  o f  adu lts  in 
the fu ture.

A lready at the stage w hen we were gathering  m ateria ls an d  then 
when a rep o rt discussing som e o f  the results was presen ted  in dif­
feren t research centres (Sw itzerland, Poznań , K arpacz), d o u b ts  were 
expressed as to w hether these m ateria ls cou ld  in fact be classed as 
folklore. In support o f  o u r argum ents we therefore quo te  the views 
o f  several w ell-know n folk lore researchers, which should  prove 
once again th a t such d oub ts are no t typical o f  o u r tim es on ly , but 
th a t they have often been voiced in the  past, in every age and 
land.

T he usual question  is: can  the texts which are p a rt o f  ch ild ren ’s 
reperto ire  be called ch ild ren ’s fo lk lo re?

U sing the language o f  fo lk lore  researchers and  transposing  certa in  
no tions for o u r pu rpose  —folk lore  is all th a t has been accep ted  by 
the people as their ow n. These do no t have to  be o rig inal folk 
m otifs, o r in o u r particu la r case: ch ild ren ’s m otifs. “F o lk lo re —says 
the distinguished Ita lian  fo lk lore researcher M . Barbi —is all th a t the 
people m ake their ow n in their favourite  form s, w hich are  accepted  
g radually .” 12 The p opu larity  and  d istribu tion  o f  a  given fo rm  is 
a witness to the needs o f  the com m unity  in which it thrives. The 
a ttitu d e  o f  R ussian researchers is very convincing: “T he fact th a t cer­
ta in  m otifs do no t take orig in  in the countryside is n o t a t all 
im portan t, the significant m atte r is their function , their selection and  
tran sfo rm a tio n .” 1̂  F inally it is im p o rtan t to no te  the fact th a t trad i-

12 M. B a r b i, quoted from : G . C o c c h ia r a ,  Storia  del fo lk lo re  in Europa. 
In Polish: D zieje fo lk lo rys ty k i w Europie, transl. W. Jekiel, W arszawa 1971. p. 554.

o  P. B o g a t y r e v .  R. J a k o b s o n .  Folklor jako specyficzna form a tw órczości 
(F olklore as a Specific Form o f  Expression), transl. by A . Bereza, “Literatura 
L udow a,” 1974, no. 3, p. 35.
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tional, collective m eans o f  expression are u se d .14 In this sense all the 
ora l texts circu lating  am ong  children  are fo lk lore.

In the period betw een the w ars there arose a violent co n tro ­
versy am ong  scholars concerning the creative p o ten tia l o f  the lower 
classes. T he op in ions expressed were those which had already  been 
voiced in the year 1854, when R. B erw ihski’s book  O literaturze  
¡udow ej i On Folk L iterature) 15 was published. T he w ell-know n G erm an  
e thno log ist H. N aum ann  p ronounced  then his fam ous sentence: 
“V olksgut wird in der O berschicht gem ach t.” 16 T he m ost hotly  debated  
issue w as the creative independence o f  the people. T he m otifs func­
tion ing  in fo lklore were exam ined, and  this show ed th a t m ost o f  them  
had  their source in the cu ltu re  o f  the literary  élite and  in w ritten  
w orks. M ore and  m ore people took  p a rt in the d iscussion ; how ever they 
started  to  stray from  the subject o f  fo lk lore  and  focused their a tten ­
tion on  borrow ed ideas in cu ltu re  in general. W e m ention  this because 
the fact tha t questions concerning the orig in  o f  pa rticu la r m otifs in 
fo lk lore were shifted ou t o f  the scope o f  fo lk lore  research, the stress 
being pu t on the social process o f  the transm ission  and  rep roduction  
o f  oral texts, was an excellent way ou t o f  the im passe and  saved 
fo lklore research from  being transfo rm ed  into a branch  o f  know ­
ledge studying only “relics” and  “archetypes.”

N ow adays in m ost countries “fo lk lo re” im plies som ething “tran s­
form ed by the peop le” and  not “created  by the peop le .” 17 T his 
sam e view is represented  by the o u ts tan d in g  Polish au th o rity  on  
folklore, the late Ju lian  K rzyżanow ski. D iscussing folk tales, he w rote: 
"It is no t the source which determ ines w hether o r  no t a  tale belongs 
to fo lklore, bu t the fact th a t it c irculates in o ra l trad itio n  and  has 
been reco rd ed .” Is

Follow ing this line o f  reasoning, let us stress once again th a t we

14 See V. G u s e v ,  O ko llek tivn osti v folklore, [in:] Specifika fo lk lorn ykh  zhanrov, 
M oskva 1966, p. 19, Russkij Folklor, vol. 10.

1 ' See R. B e r w iń s k i ,  Studia o literaturze ludowej ze  stanow iska h istorycznej 
i naukow ej k ry ty k i  (Folklore C onsidered fro m  the Point o f  View o f  H istorical and  
Scholarly C ritic ism ), Poznań 1854.

16 H. N a u m a n n , Prim itive Gem einschaftskultur. B eiträge zur Volkskunde und 
M ythologie , Jena 1921.

17 See the views o f  M. Pidal in: C o c c h ia r a ,  op. c it., p. 561.
Is J. K r z y ż a n o w s k i ,  Bajka ludowa, [in:] Słow nik fo lk loru  po lsk iego  (A D ictio ­

nary o j Polish Folklore). W arszawa 1965, p. 28.
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consider to be ch ild ren ’s fo lklore all the texts which circulate am ong 
ch ildren  and  have been transfo rm ed  by them  in im itation  o f  w hat they 
them selves produce. In this s ituation  every cu ltu ral fact, every text 
which is popu lar am ong children  m ay becom e ch ild ren 's folklore if: 
a) it is know n to a wide com m unity  o f  children , b) circulates in a spo n ­
taneous way, orally , c) has a collective and  .anonym ous character. 
These features are generally taken  to be the criteria  for a text to 
be p a rt o f  folklore.

As to the first cond ition , o u r  investigations have show n that 
in a given com m unity  som e texts are  so generally know n that it 
w ould in fact be enough to d istribu te  a questionnaire  to one class 
o f  schoolchildren  in o rd er to o b ta in  a review o f  the reperto ire o f  
a certa in  age group. All the ch ildren  listed the sam e texts with 
only  slight variations. O f course som e o f  the pupils “copied from  
their ne ighbour,” and  as a result several children alm ost literally 
d up lica ted  w hat their friends had  w ritten  i including m istakes). This, 
how ever, does no t change the fact th a t the reperto ire  was generally 
know n, as this was proved over and  over again. F o r if children do 
no t like som ething, then —as alw ays happens in fo lk lo re—it does not 
stan d  a chance o f  entering  their cu rren t reperto ire. “The only way 
in which individual insp iration  —w rites B. M alinow ski —can becom e 
a cu ltu ra l reality is when it is capab le  o f  shaping the op in ion  o f 
a g ro u p .” 19 It m ust therefore be very strong  o r suit the interests 
and  needs o f  the group. The lack o f  social acceptance is an 
obstac le  which canno t be overcom e, and  there is no use in keeping 
any texts artificially alive by p ro p ag a tin g  them  at school and in 
b o o k s .20

T he second feature —spontaneous o ra l c i r c u la t io n - is  m ost clearly 
visible. T he m otifs found  in the texts are sufficient p ro o f o f  this. 
Besides, we kept com ing across the fact that children had a m anifest 
aw areness o f  the distinctness o f  their reperto ire . We were surprised to 
find over and over again that they w anted  to conceal from  adults 
m ost o f  the texts from  their reperto ire . They were glad that adults 
did no t know  w hat am used them . They were particu larly  delighted

|l) B. M a l in o w s k i ,  S zk ice  z  teorii ku ltu ry  i E ssays on the Theory o f  Culture). 
W arszawa 1958, p. 38.

20 B o g a t y r e v .  J a k o b s o n .  op. cit.. p. 32.
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to be able to show  o ff  with their “o w n ” language. T his usually  con­
sisted in deform ing the structu re  o f  a w ord by add ing  a few letters to 
each syllable, so th a t the un in itia ted  m ight no t be able to understand . 
J. S. Bystroń writes tha t such transfo rm ations, which have been know n 
for centuries, were at one tim e used in conspiracy, and  he calls 
this language: “secret .cant.” H e adds how ever: “now adays it is only 
used in schoolch ildren’s gam es.” 21

The th ird  invariable feature o f  fo lk lo re—its anonym ity , and  at the 
sam e tim e collective character, is also fully reflected in ch ild ren ’s 
folklore. A ccording to  V. G usev, con tem porary  fo lk lore  can include 
also those texts which have a definite a u th o r, no m atte r if he is nam eless 
o r know n by nam e, bu t which have been actively, creatively adop ted  
by a com m unity  and  subjected to tran sfo rm atio n s .22 Let us quote 
an o th er fo lklore researcher’s op in ion  on the m atte r:

“O ne m an ’s song becom es everyone 's song if when it is com po­
sed it finds itself in the best possible cond itions for a long-lasting 
existence, and  it is kept alive because it co rresponds with the natu ra l 
feelings, custom s and  trad itio n s o f  the peop le .” 2^

T his is true in the case o f  the tw o w ell-know n Polish songs Góra­
lu, czy  ci nie ża l and  Czerwony pas. Few people rem em ber th a t the 
first was w ritten  by M. Bałucki, the second by J. K orzeniow ski. 
T his confirm s the theory  tha t o ral texts are p roduced  by individuals, 
bu t passed on  and transfo rm ed  collectively. T hus the m ere fact o f  
b ringing a m o tif into being by an  individual is not a sufficient 
creative act for folklore. We m entioned  tha t social acceptance was 
necessary. We should keep in m ind that w ithin the cadre  o f  this 
acceptance there is som eone who is the first to m ake the text 
circulate, to include it in the co m m unity 's  reperto ire . A m ong children 
these individuals are generally those who enjoy au th o rity  in the group. 
T his is why so often  when asked ab o u t the source o f  a story, text, 
riddle o r jingle they had heard, the children po in ted  to their 
“leaders.”

C hild ren 's fo lk lore is subject to the sam e rules, the sam e laws as 
the folklore o f  adults. It has. how ever, a different store o f  them es and

- 1 J. S. B y s tr o ń . K om izm  I The C om ic). W roclaw I960, p. 24. 
--  G u s e v , E stetyka  folkloru, p. 25.
2* C o c c h ia r a ,  op. cit., p. 389.
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motifs, a different scale o f  frequency in the appearance  o f  certain 
genres. In o rder to see the question  m ore  clearly, it must be co n ­
sidered from  yet ano ther  angle.

Basically there is only one k ind o f  folklore, even though we 
talk ab o u t  the folklore o f  different vocational groups, social spheres, 
age o r  generation groups. This approach  allows us to see m ore clearly 
the position  o f  children 's  folklore. P. Bogatyrev and R. Jakobson , the 
R ussian  folklore researchers referred to earlier on, who studied 
folklore from this point o f  view, have sta ted  what follows:

“Because o f  their repertoire o f  folklore, there are differences not 
only within ethic and  regional groups, bu t also within groups whose 
division depends o n :  sex —m en’s and  w o m en ’s folklore, age —children, 
adolescents and  old people, vocation —shepherds, fishermen, soldiers, 
criminals, e tc .” 24

F rom  the social point o f  view, folklore is the same everywhere, 
its rules and  transmission are always the same. The repertoire, 
however, is different in every case, and it determines the name we 
might give to the folklore o f  a particu lar  social o r  vocational group. 
It has to be stressed once again that the notion o f  children’s 
folklore does not cover only those features which are typical o f  
children, but above all those ideas which are passed on  by them. 
So ap a r t  from nursery rhymes an d  jingles there are also texts which 
belong to o ther repertoires and  o ther  social spheres, o r  even literature. 
Since, however, young people have accepted them, since they have 
given them their ow n “polish” an d  integrated them into their reper­
toire, we have had to take these texts into consideration  as well.

T he  folklore o f  a given social group, in o u r  case basically two 
age groups, is expressed in a repertoire  know n to the g ro u p ’s m em ­
bers, to a great extent shaped and  modified by them. Since it must 
agree with those members, it m ust conta in  ideas which are acceptable 
to tljem. As for the m em bers representing the folklore o f  a group — 
o r  o f  a v o c a t io n —they con tribu te  their ow n folklore, either the trad i­
tional kind, handed  dow n in their respective families, o r  that o f  their 
nearest circle o f  friends. T he  folklore o f  a g roup  is then generally 
a secondary, heterogeneous kind o f  folklore. It is based not on  one 
trad it ion  o r  on  one cultural form ation , bu t on  several traditions

- 4 B o g a t y r e v ,  J a k o b s o n ,  op. cit., p. 39.
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and several form ations. We shall refer to the description o f  cultural 
form ations  introduced by A. K loskow ska ,25 as they are indispensable 
for o u r  study. In discussing these form ations, we present them  in the 
context o f  ch ildren’s folklore.

The first cultural fo rm ation  consists o f  elements o f  a strictly 
local, regional character. This is the first layer o f  the cu ltu re  o f  a given 
com m unity . In o u r  case it is the family, which hands dow n to the 
child its local, family traditions.

T he  second fo rm ation  is the local network o f  central o rgan iza­
tions o f  cultural life. In relation to children this can be their 
schdol, sum m er cam p, scouts’ cam p, etc.

The third fo rm ation  concerns the influence o f  far-oflf centres. 
K loskow ska points to the strictly passive charac ter  o f  the functioning 
o f  this cultural fo rm a t io n —this fact distinguishes it from  the first two. 
This fo rm ation  covers the reception o f  all the texts transm itted  by 
the m ass media. However, these form ations have changing boundaries , 
and  now adays no social g roup  o r  sphere is conten t with just  e.g. 
the first formation.

In the age group  in question  all three form ations are present along 
with the elements transmitted- by them. The first fo rm ation , as we 
have seen, functions in a direct con tact with the family an d  is based 
on  o ra l transmission. This is the first and  most lasting form  o f  the 
ch ild’s partic ipation in culture. T hough  for adults  its significance 
has been steadily decreasing, for children —particularly  small ch ild ­
r e n —it is still o f  fundam enta l im portance. Within this fo rm ation  takes 
place the process o f  accum ulating  traditional lore, o f  absorb ing  
folklore, o f  gaining experiences which produce results later on  in life.

T he second form ation, which may be described as: children 
am ongst themselves, provides an opportun ity  for direct personal c o n ­
tacts, helps to m ain ta in  social bonds  and  forms the ch ild ’s personality. 
Children  clearly need these m utual personal contacts, they need to 
feel tha t  they belong to a com m unity , that they have com m on  
experiences and  share the same games and  pleasures. They also feel 
a great need to have their ow n organized social gatherings. This 
need is satisfied to a great extent at school, at sum m er camps,

25 A . K ło s k o w s k a ,  Społeczne ram y kultury  ( The Social Fram ework o f  C ulture), 
W arszawa 1972, p. 6! ff.
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out-of-school meetings and  playground games. They look out for 
opportun it ies  enabling them to exchange w hat they have heard  or 
experienced, opportun ities  for m aking  trad itional texts objective and 
lasting, o r  for creating their ow n tradition.

All this contribu tes  greately to m aintain  social b onds .26 Adults 
have their own, organized social gatherings which satisfy their need 
for personal contacts  and  provide an o p portun ity  for an exchange o f  
views. Even though m ore and  m ore  often the disintegration o f  local 
com m unities  is causing the weakening o f  these social bonds, they 
still exist where they are m ost needed. This is why they exist am ong 
children. T he main stimulus for children’s gatherings is a psycho­
logical need. The school and  playground are not the only places 
for personal contacts  —children also like to hold improvised meetings 
in cellars, «during which they tell one ano the r  ghost stories. These 
gatherings provide new situations for the creation o f  folklore, and 
this leads us to believe that children are at present the only au th en ­
tic com m unity  where fplklore is p roduced  and  passed on. The 
English folklore researcher D. N ew ton  rightly points  ou t  that children 
are the only “b ro th e rh o o d ” which shows no signs o f  dying o u t .27

In - th e  old days the family was so to speak left to itself. The 
life conditions then dem anded  solidarity and  doing o n e ’s duty. 
T he  child was slowly in troduced to life and  work, and folklore, 
which took  up a considerable am o u n t  o f  time, was generally for 
him a different world, a fairyland whose existence was confirmed by 
the au thori ty  o f  his g randparen ts  and  parents . Even if children met 
on  pastures, they form ed too small a group, with too wide an age span, 
to be able to produce their own repertoire and  have their own audience.

Earlier on  we spoke o f  the heterogeneous charac ter  o f  the folklore 
o f  a given sphere; at this point we should add  that this heterogeneity 
has two consequences —on the one hand it limits the transmission 
o f  the folklore o f  a given sphere to a limited com m unity  within 
tha t  particu lar  sphere, and in this way isolates it from others;  on 
the o ther hand  the fact that a com m unity  absorbs  all kinds o f  
motifs and transform s them according to its own needs automatically

2h See K. Z a w is t o w ic z - A d a m s k a ,  P rzem iany w ięzi w społeczności lokalnej 
(Changing Bonds in Local C om m unities), “R oczniki Socjologii W si,” IV: 1965.

27 O p ie , op. cit., p. 2.
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makes this kind o f  folklore lively and dynamic, which results in 
constan t adap ta tions  and  modifications. A part  from that, depending 
on the social sphere or  vocational group, etc., those who create 
and transm it folklore take an active par t  in all three cultural fo rm a­
tions, which results in that con tem porary  folklore con ta ins  the kind 
o f  ideas which totally agree with the m an o f  the second ha lf  o f  the 
20th century. These ideas are therefore no t o u t  o f  date, for we are not 
dealing with folklore in the traditional sense o f  the word. If  in 
spite o f  everything there are certain echoes o r  whole sets o f  motifs 
o f  traditional folklore in the folklore o f  a given group, then this 
proves that they are needed, that they have not lost their original 
meaning or have been b rought up  to date. In con tem pora ry  child ren’s 
folklore we can find some adap ted  epigrams o f  Sztaudynger, p a ro ­
dies o f  Polish classics, as well as themes and  motifs taken, from 
television broadcasts. All these texts are transfo rm ed  collectively and  
anonymously, and are passed on spontaneously  by word o f  m outh . 
In this way we have arrived at the third fo rm ation  —the influence o f  
far-off centres. The appearance  o f  these new motifs in con tem porary  
folklore accounts to a great extent for its growing popularity .

All that has been said up  till now  is true o f  ch ildren’s folklore. 
It differs greatly from traditional folklore, though it is clearly based 
on it, and borrow s from it. The various kinds o f  trad itional folk­
lore fully correspond  with particular  phases o f  a ch ild ’s development. 
However, traditional folklore has been transform ed, adap ted  to the 
needs o f  a certain age group, and  as a result it fully reflects not 
only children’s interests, not only their way o f  expressing themsel­
ves—but it is also a kind o f  register o f  motifs and forms which for 
no good reason are being avoided in ch ild ren’s literature. If we analyze 
the repertoire o f  schoolchildren and  com pare  it with literature for 
children we see that the motifs and  form s which are often consciously 
spread are those which are deliberately avoided by teachers o r  which — 
for various reasons —are left unnoticed. Schoolchildren’s folklore is 
then a kind o f  underground  literature for children. Secrecy is its mode 
o f  existence. As it has already been pointed out. children are fully 
aware o f  this secrecy. W hen telling us the oral texts they knew, the 
children said that adults did not like these texts, tha t their parents 
punished them for saying them, that they had  to keep quiet abou t it, 
etc. It is clear that not only ethical norm s function in a given social
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sphere, bu t also artistic norm s. Texts that children like, that interest, 
am use an d  enterta in them, leave their parents  unm oved. This differen­
ce o f  social norm s and  attitudes tow ards the repertoire o f  children is 
visible in the reaction o f  adults. W hen the children were enjoying 
themselves, when open -m outhed  they listened to stories told by their 
friends, the adults could  not wait for it all to end, they showed signs 
o f  bo red o m  and  only affected a smile from  time to time.

However, since the official literature for children depends on 
adults, little wonder that ch ild ren’s folklore has so m any young 
followers, who take in with great zeal what adults  consider stupid, poor 
o r  indecent. Schoolchildren’s folklore will always be very much alive, 
for no official literature, no official culture will satisfy the need for 
spon taneous  creativeness suited to the children’s ow n tastes.

T he fact tha t the child draws from the same motifs, has the same 
needs, which he satisfies in accordance with the conventions accepted 
am ong  his friends, assures the circulating texts popularity.

A d u lts ’ folklore does not suit children, even though it has always 
con ta ined  motifs destined for children and  teenagers. T o d a y ’s chil­
dren  have created a repertoire o f  their own, different from that 
which corresponds with adu lts ’ needs, and  thanks to this they have 
created  their own ch ildren’s subculture.

We are certainly not saying that children’s folklore and their sub­
culture are one and the same thing. The latter has a wider scope, it 
includes schoolchildren’s fashions, their typical mode o f  behaviour, 
and  finally all those elements which determ ine the image o f  to d ay ’s 
teenagers.

If in the old tradition  it was thought norm al for ways o f  behaviour 
set by adults  to be passed on  to children and  adolescents, nowadays 
the o rde r  has been reversed. As a result adults, especially in their 
middle years, pa ttern  themselves upon  the subculture o f  teenagers 
in their way o f  dressing, their language and style o f  behaviour. The 
same thing happens in folklore. M any sayings, anecdotes and songs 
pass from  children’s to adu lts ’ folklore, and  adults accept them, 
pass them round  and are am used by them. This concerns in p a r­
ticular abs trac t riddles, new sayings and  jokes abou t animals. Some­
times even the mass media make use o f  ch ild ren’s folklore for 
enterta inm ent.

We have not discussed here ano ther  problem, which has little to
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do with this study, namely the utilization o f  folklore by au tho rs  
who write for children. This is being constan tly  undertaken  and  
usually with good results, however this issue does no t fit within the 
scope o f  ou r  research.28 W e can only add  tha t  literature for 
children, tha t is the official literature, m akes use o f  folklore only 
when, according to the op in ion  o f  adults, the subject, fo rm  and genre 
are suitable for children. However, for obvious reasons it does not 
con ta in  any o f  those texts which are transm itted  spontaneously , 
have the greatest num ber  o f  versions and  are the m ost popular ,  as for 
exam ple certain anecdotes with scatological references, “d ir ty ” anec­
dotes which adults consider indecent.

T he  function o f  child ren’s folklore as the folklore o f  particu lar  age 
groups  consists then to a great extent in filling in gaps in the official 
cu lture  and  literature, in the p rog ram m e transm itted  by the m ass media, 
with ideas which are necessary for  the ch ild ’s developm ent, bu t which 
are neglected for various reasons.

Transl. by A gnieszka Kukulska

- s They are discussed by J. C i e ś l i k o w s k i .  W ielka zabaw a. Folklor dziecięcy  
(G reat Fun. C hildren’s F olklore), W roclaw  1967.


