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On the Individual and the society as Principles of Folklore — A study of the ‘Volk-Dispute’ in the
German Folklore Circle in the beginning of the 20 century (5) by Shin KONO

Abstract

The present paper, continued from the former four, concludes this survey of the ‘Volk Disputes’
debated by folklorists in Germany in the early decades of the 20. Century, and Adolf Apamer’s criticism
of Hans Naumann and Hoffmann-Krayer’s answering comments. Spamer, who as Professor of Berlin
University, was to lead the German folk study, carefully examined Naumann’s theory, which
distinguishes the dualism of folk culture. He also supported Naumann’s concept of the ‘sunken culture’
that is asserted to be originally produced in the upper society, and presented the issue of the ‘primitive
Gemeinschaftskultur’ (primitive community-culture) which he claims dates back to prehistoric or ancient
times. According to Spamer, the ‘primitive’ factors have no historic character, rather they present the
general basic constitution of human beings, and each person controls those basic elements within him to
become a more or less sophisticated member of society. Therefore, everybody is completely different
from each other, but, at the same time, it is not impossible to postulate some groups of human beings
whose members are similar in their psychological, physical and social attitudes. Spamer emphasized that
there are many types of ‘lower’ groups, and each group adopts the cultures originated in the ‘upper’ class
and reproduces them in its own way. Then he investigate, as examples, several themes common to
specific groups such as the tattoo custom among the sailors in the north German ports and the
development of greeting cards that originally functioned as a kind of talisman in the Middle Ages, and so
on. Viewed in this way, Spamer, insisted, folklore could be regarded as a sort of social psychology.

Hoffmann-Krayer also participated in the debate, re-iterating his thoughts on the main problems of folk-lore:
the crucial point of folk culture, which is inevitably a collective culture, lies in the assimilation of individuals
with weak personalities to those with creative ones. He therefore criticizes Hans Naumann’s deviational view
with the concept of the ‘primitive Gemeinschaftskultur’ — the a priori common culture.

A general survey of the ‘Volk dispute’ over two decades leads us to recognize a continuous swing in
thinking between two poles: the principle of individualism, and the idea of the human community as the
mother of folk culture. The former owes its heritage to the Renaissance, and the latter to the Romantic
School. The most influential Volk-disputants in Germany did not succeed in overcoming their obsession
with those two principles until they became involved in the fatal wave of rising Nazism.
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