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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 20th century (3) by Shin KONO

Abstract

The present paper, continued from the former two, deals at first with the background of the dispute on
the basic problems of ‘Volkskunde’, which began with Hoffmann-Krayer’s daring critique against the
romantic school that emphasized a mysterious concept of ‘Volksseele’, the soul of the nation, as the root
of all the valuable popular traditions.

The fact that German ‘Volkskunde’, ‘folklore’ in English, had many methodological problems to be
resolved so as to be an independent discipline as a modern science was already obvious from some
-ambiguous principles of this research field proposed by Karl Weinhold, the founder of the German
Folklore Society in 1890 or the suggestive research outline of the folk culture described by Heymann
Steinthal, a linguist and an advocate of the discipline ‘lingua-psychology’ : he wrote to his successors in
the first number of the research magazine of the German Folklore Society, stating that the assignments to
elucidate the group psychology of the nations were to be inherited by the new Volkskunde.

Secondly, it is discussed here, how the dispute turned after that. As Adolf Strack objected to the
Hoffmann-Kayer in 1902, Albrecht Dieterich, a classic philologist, also took side with the former, from
his original viewpoint. Dieterich, who was proficient in classical Greek text, found the origin of the
manners and customs in the lower class of the society which he named the ‘Mutterboden’ (Mother Soil,
this German word has a meaning of ‘compost’, too) and with this concept he threw some light on the
thoughts of the romantic school again. Incidentally, he later changed this smart word with the more
general term ‘Muttererde’, Mother Earth. This term, however, almost remained neglected in the academic
world of folklorists, while his figurative expression itself worked influentially long time.

Thirdly, in 1907 Eugen Mogk, a Nordic philologist and the president of the Association of German
Folklore Societies after the death of its founder Strack, took part in the dispute to mediate between the
two parties in opposition and tried to bring his discipline to some stability. In his opinion everyone has
two types of human being in himself, a natural, primitive person and a cultural, sophisticated person,
while the research objects of the ‘Volkskunde® is primarily set on the former in the cultural society. Then
it should be mentioned that Mogk partially attributed the origin of folk culture, especially the fine goods
like some kinds of folk arts or some beautiful proverbs, to the personalities in the historical development.
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He, therefore, partially recognized Hoffmann-Krayer’s theory of the creative individual and the receptive
mass. At the same time he also sharply criticized the traditional German intelligence, ‘Bildung’, and
valued the meaning of the lower class that is ‘not able to think more than associatively’ to the national
culture. His theory was essentially a compromise and had a transitive position to the next period in the
development of German Folklore.
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