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Folkloric orality
in contemporary culture

Folklorystyczna oralnosc w kulturze wspolczesnej

Folklore has so firmly established its stereotypical, often ideological dimension in the
Polish humanistic tradition, as well as in colloquial circulation, that using it nowadays
immediately introduces associations that make a substantive discussion impossible.
Folklore studies still remain a “poor cousin of plebeian origin” in the humanities, and
ideas about folklore are "shaped mainly by stage bands and occasional, regional pub-
lications, rather than by scholarship” (Bartminski 1990: 128)." Moreover, the contro-
versy surrounding the concept of contemporary folklore even leads to the negation of
the existence of folklore studies as a discipline whose object of analysis is, precisely,
folklore. The question arises, however, whether the disappearance of the traditional
subject of folklore studies means a crisis of the discipline itself.

The core of the problem lies in what researchers recognise as the object of folk-
lore research, for to leave it at the statement that it is folklore is obviously no longer
enough these days. Czestaw Hernas, to whom folklore was first and foremost a part
of culture, stated unequivocally: “The development of folklore studies, which open up
flelds of research in new territories, leads to such a diversity in the understanding of
the object of research that the construction of a single, universal definition of folklore
is currently not possible” (Hernas 1984 265). Analysing the proposals put forward by
many scholars, Hernas highlighted the syncretic nature of folkloric creativity, distanc-
ing himself, however, from the necessity of taking into account the criterion of oral

1 All citations from non-English-language sources have been translated solely for the purpose of the present article.
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transmission (after all, he had already proved that print had from the very beginning
reinforced and exploited the content present in direct circulation?). This view resulted
from his perception of the cultural character of folklore, which, in his opinion, could
not be combined only with the “spiritual culture of the simple folk”, since alongside ru-
ral folklore, he distinguished urban folklore and the folklore of various environments
and professional groups. To Hernas, folklore was “still a vibrant layer in contemporary
culture, continually self-adapting to today’s socio-cultural transformations” (Hernas
1984: 265). In his view, this nature of folklore also influenced its transformations, deter-
mining “the ongoing disappearance of many particular subcultural traditions in favour
of general cultural patterns”. His doubts about the understanding of orality as a de-
terminant of folklore Hernas signalled elsewhere as well: “I think that even when ana-
lysing the texts of peasant subculture, the criterion of orality cannot be maintained as
alimitof definition, but only as aninternal tool for ordering messages - let alone when
this criterion is transferred to the analysis of urban folklore, where ephemeral street
printout has long been one of the basic forms of communication” (Hernas 1976: 478).3

Hernas questions the classical literary paradigm of folklore (orality, aesthetics, folk
source) based on his perception of folklore studies in an anthropological dimension, as
well as fram his emphasis on the cultural context of the production of folklore texts. In
fact, Hernas accused folklore scholars of inaccurate “awareness of the laws governing
the living circulation of texts in an environment, for collectors have long been inter-
ested in texts, notin their circulation in a one-off, authentic realisation, together with
the complex semiotics of performance, situation and reception” (Hernas 1976: 477).

The essential characteristics of folkloric orality

The long-lasting debate on reformulating the object of study of contemporary folk-
lore studies has been concluded with a decisive victory of the concept of perceiving
folklore studies in an anthropological dimension. This required a redefinition of the
notion of orality in contemporary culture. As put by Roch Sulima (O zbieraniu i wy-
dawaniu.. 1979: 5): "Personally, | would look for editions that reflect not folklore as
a state, but folklore as a process, thatis, a phenomenon in motion, one related to the
social practice of the performers, the bearers. (..) | would therefore see not only the
texts, but also the people behind them”. Jerzy Bartminski, in turn, expected the syn-
cretism of a folkloric text to be taken into account because, as he stressed, besides the

2 Discussing 17®"-century manuscript collections of anecdotes, Hernas stated that "print or handwrit-
ing constitute only an auxiliary form during the transmission of text, because what counts here is not
only the textual ‘script’ but also the performer’s histrionic talent, on which depends the artistic value
of an anecdote” (Hernas 1973: 136).

3 Viktor Gusiev's unambiguous statement that “some variants of folklore are generally possible without
the oral element” (Gusiew 1974: 117) is worth recalling at this point.
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verbal text, besides the music, “there is, after all, the situation - a ritual, customary or
occasional one - and to the performer, the situation is perhaps the most important
element” (O zbieraniu i wydawaniu.. 1979: 8). The necessity of taking the situation in
which a particular folkloric text is performed into account was also highlighted, as
has already been mentioned, by Hernas: “In the traditional folkloric order, it these are
the situations of the liturgical year, the situations of human life, etc. But | would also
introduce the notion of circumstance, i.e. under what circumstances he [the creator]
performs the text, whether this is done in his group, as a ritual performer, or for the
recording researcher” (O zbieraniu i wydawaniu.. 1979: 12).

Inspired by the conceptions proposed by Walter J.Ong,# in his subsequent works,
Sulima continued his reflections on the phenomenon of folkloric orality. He considered
orality to be "the irreducible determinant of folklore” and “an oral way of existing in
the world, understood as an autonomous, humanistically legitimate type of existence”
(Sulima 1995: 58). Ultimately, he unequivocally defined contemporary folklore studies
as an anthropology of the spoken word (Sulima 2005).

Understood as an anthropology of the spoken word, folklore studies allow for
a broad perception of orality in contemporary culture. This is because orality is not
only a way of existing in the world, but also a way of knowing it, since it determines
“the manner of modelling the world”, i.e. creating (‘ordering”) its image, which Joanna
Tokarska-Bakir defined as ontological orality, “a certain cognitive/existential style”
(Tokarska-Bakir 2000: 165). Hence, orality cannot be reduced only to the oral (direct)
transmission of content. It can also be realised in the form of written (typographic),
visual, as well as electronic communication. What is more, folklore can be considered
“a basic form of categorising reality” (Kajfosz 2011: 75). The narrative dimension of so-
cial experience, therefore, means that “storytelling serves to tame reality, it situates
people in that reality and can anticipate it; it can even construct it as a sphere of in-
tellectual, sentimental or emotional values” (Sulima 1980: 85).

In order to be able to analyse folkloric sources from an anthropological perspec-
tive, the methods of obtaining research material need changing. This is because this
material cannot be identified with a written record, whether by hand or in print. This
“typographical image of folklore”, according to Sulima, “to a large extent affected the
way in which folklore itself exists” (Sulima 2005: 85). Thus, if the criterion of orality
is considered a distinguishing feature of the subject of folklore studies, not only does
Kolberg's impressive collection turn out to be, as Sulima put it, “the largest cemetery
of orality” (Sulima 2005: 86),° but also much should be done in order not to expand

4 W.J.Ong considered orality to be not only a manner of transmitting a text but, above all, a mode of
thinking and expression: "a verbomotor lifestyle” (Ong 2002: 66-68, 112-113).

5 In Wtodzimierz Pawluczuk’s perception, however, “folklore collected in books is a dead art” (Pawluczuk
1978: 131). This was pointed out in the 1960s by Boris N.Putilov: “The life of a folkloristic text is typi-
fied by transience, dynamism, a definite lack of stability. Constant movement is inherent in its nature.
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that “cemetery”; thus, the methods of recording folklore need to be fundamentally
changed - an achievement which, incidentally, is not overly complicated, considering
the currentdevelopment of technology, although it may arouse some controversy. Only
a full film recording of the situation in which the utterance is realised,® expanded by
an interview, would enable the folklorist to change his/her perspective on the object
of research, to break away from analysis, which has hitherto concentrated mainly on
what was communicated (i.e. on the story), and to focus on how it was communicated
(i.e. onthe activity of telling the story). The focus is thus shifted to the action, which is,
afterall, carried out by the narrator in a concrete situation and the extended analysis
of which enriches the context of the utterance with the behaviour of the narrator him/
herself and with the reactions and behaviour of the other participants in the event. This
leads to the reconstruction, as far as possible, of the cultural process of creating and
transmitting the meaning and, as a result, makes it possible to bring out the essential
characteristics of the message’s orality.

“Orality taken broadly, including as a way of existing in the world, would therefore
emerge as the main criterion of folklore and the primary subject of folklore studies.
(.) Orality conceived as a worldview, as an oral way of existing in the world, accentu-
ates that aspect of a folkloric source which is individual, which is subjective” (Sulima
2005: 87-88). Orality perceived in this manner, corresponding to J. Tokarska-Bakir’s
concept - that is, as not reducible to the oral, direct transmission of text, but at the
same time admitting the possibility of revealing its character of a way of existing in
the world and a way of knowing that world, while at the same time overlapping with
the other systems of culture - allows for the realisation of a message also in the form
of visual (iconographic) communication.

Over time, this form of communication was strengthened by photography, which
in traditional culture proved to be an important criterion for describing and learning
about the world. The belief in the authenticity of figures and landscapes captured in
photographs reinforced the role of the image in a traditional culture, until then domi-
nated by words. It was “photography, not painting, not a description, diary, newspaper
or book, that finally heralded the breaking of the monopoly of the spoken word in
popular culture, although it proved unable to dominate this culture. The truth of the
spoken word has been replaced in the most glaring way by the truth of photography”
(Sulima 1992:118). The task of the word was to supplement this “truth of photography”,
make the image concrete and comment on it. In these circumstances, an image from
a television source will have the greatest credibility; as a result, with the development

Asingle recording does not make this dynamism visible; on the contrary, it seems to ignore it, putting
the folkloristic text into a state of immobility that is alien to it” (Putitow 1973: 39).

6 Interestingly, Putilov signalled the usefulness of recordings made “on film with sound (in which case
the visual aspect of the performance is also preserved)” (Putitow 1973: 43).
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of electronic media and the emergence of new interactions connecting people with
the media, it will create a progressive ability to create visual messages (cf. Hajduk-
Nijakowska 2010), with those messages which nowadays are the most popular, the
memes, at the forefront.

Folkloric communication on the Internet

Contemporary folklore cannot be analysed in isolation from the media, as they are
a constitutive feature of the cultural context and have a decisive influence on the trans-
formations taking place in folklore. The rapid development of new media, especially
the Internet, has initiated major changes in the cultural sphere dominated by direct
cultural communication. The electronic form of folkloric communication (i.e.folkloric
communication conducted via the Internet) can nowadays be considered an alterna-
tive form of the informal (colloquial) oral narrative. This perception will make it pos-
sible to recreate the cultural process of the creation and transmission of the mean-
ing, and the communication process itself will then fully reveal its syncretic character.
If the Internet had not been used primarily for conversation, the process of folklore
sources “entering” culture would probably have taken much longer; but as things are,
all that everyday babble, the chatting, the gossiping, the innumerable confidences or
counsels took the virtual world by storm to support the process of co-creating a vir-
tual community. Of course, speech had to be “made written’, but it still simulates
face-to-face conversation so effectively that not only theorists refer to it as second-
ary orality. Ong described this concept as follows:

Secondary orality is both remarkably like and remarkably unlike primary orality. Like pri-
mary orality, secondary orality has generated a strong group sense, for listening to spoken
words forms hearers into a group, a true audience (..). But secondary orality generates
a sense for groups immeasurably larger than those of primary oral culture—McLuhan's
‘global village' (Ong 2002: 133).

But, more importantly to a folklorist, Internet users themselves perceive inter-
face-to-interface contact as a “real” online conversation. Wojciech Burszta made an
explicit comment on the situation of a participant in virtual reality: ‘I cannot see the
interlocutor as a flesh-and-blood person, but | see them through what they have writ-
ten down and sent to me, to others, in cyberspace. Virtual language is therefore also
a substitute not only for natural language, but also an expression of the hope thatan
encounter with another person is always possible” (Burszta 2004: 145). The Internet
therefore requires not only a “making a writing” of speech, but also a “simultaneous
oralisation of writing” (Gorska-Olesifiska 2005: 458).
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Making use, in a nearly natural way, of the Internet for transmitting contents
typical of traditional folklore indicates not only that its bearers have gained access
to technical means enabling unhindered electronic communication, but also that they
have achieved the ability to use them efficiently. In Arjun Appadurai’s perception,
‘new forms of electronically mediated communication are beginning to create virtual
neighborhoods, no longer bounded by territory, passports, taxes, elections(..), but
by access to both the software and hardware that are required to connect to these
large international computer networks” (Appadurai 2005: 195). In practice, such a vir-
tual neighbourhood fulfils functions typical of a “real” local community. And, most
importantly, content that until now functioned offline is penetrating the Internet as
a matter of course, while at the same time it lends itself successfully to Internet in-
spiration; this determines the qualitative enrichment of the formula of this content
and, almost outside the awareness of Internet users themselves, serves to co-create
the social dimension of the new media. Herein lies the most exciting challenge for
contemporary folklore research.

Thus, the fact that folklore has entered the Internet naturally facilitates the emer-
gence of virtual neighbourhoaods. This is because even if they “seem on the face of it
to represent just that absence of face-to-face links, spatial contiguity, and multiplex
social interaction that the idea of a neighborhood seems centrally to imply” (Appadurai
2005:195), the true power of virtual neighbourhoods lies in their ability to mobilise
people in real-life existential neighbourhoods and to transform the relationships
between them. This is manifested first and foremost in the constant “production” of
the sense of locality and the feeling of a network community (cf. Hajduk-Nijakowska
2012a). In addition, “virtual communities have generated many new communication
models conducive to new folkloric situations” (Burszta, Pomiecifski 2012: 5). Thus,
“in ways not anticipated by humanists, new media are reworking the logics and stand-
ards of local cultures, that is those that have been the focus of traditional ethnology”
(Kowalski 2011: 45).

The object of a folklorist's interest should therefore be phenomena that circulate
and spread primarily (and sometimes exclusively) on the web, which can be both a “pri-
mary” and a “secondary” environment for them. These are phenomena referred to as
e-folklore, which function in a culture dominated by communication via the Internet.
They can therefore be labelled as network culture or, following Violetta Krawczyk-
Wasilewska, digital culture, "because the cultural extraction and transmission of
meanings has always, naturally, taken place by way of coding (or rather, categorisa-
tion of concepts), which has nowadays become digitalised” (Krawczyk-Wasilewska
2009:16). Scholars are, however, not unanimous as to how the very subject of such
research should be named. In Poland, the term ‘e-folklore” has been accepted for this
phenomenon. Its definition, as proposed by Piotr Grochowski, includes
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all kinds of texts (verbal, pictorial, audio, multimedia, behavioural/situational) functioning
in different channels of Internet communication, which constitute the collective “property”
of a specific group of Internet users and which are characterised by: 1) repetitiveness/
popularity, 2) spontaneity/informality, 3) relative anonymity. (..) In my view, in the study
of Internet texts itis possible, even necessary, to combine the project of “anthropological
folklore studies” with the project of “text-oriented folklore studies” (Grochowski 2013: 63).

One thing is, however, certain: e-folklore cannot be analysed without taking into ac-
count the unique activity of network users inherent in its nature. This is because there
is no doubt that being a part of web culture, e-folklore is radically different from tra-
ditional folklore (cf. Hajduk-Nijakowska 2012b). First of all, it is exceptionally dynamic
due to the activity of its recipients (that is, to be precise, Internet users) who are its
creators, carriers and consumers at the same time. Itis therefore impossible to study
e-folklore without concurrently analysing processes occurring synchronously and di-
achronically. This aspect was highlighted by Robert G. Howard, in whose opinion new
media “can be more folkloric than old media because much online communication
is more like a process than an object. When these processes occur in dynamic webs
of discourse, they give rise to what Appadurai and Breckenridge call zones of con-
testation, where ‘national, mass, and folk culture provide both mill and grist for one
another” (Howard 2008: 200).

Nearly twenty years have passed since Michael Herzfeld wrote about the role of
an anthropologist in the study of the wider public: “Ethnography gives us the possibil-
ity of ideal access to the place where local forms of perception and practice converge
with mass-produced forms of representation” (Herzfeld 2004: 410), because the me-
dia, as he putit, “create a space where the play of imagination and the construction of
identity occur” (Herzfeld 2004: 417). This space constitutes a sui generis arena where
the collective imagination and intelligence are revealed.

While the Internet is successfully used to transmit content typical of traditional
folklore, this content no longer has a similar status; the change of context forces
a change in the content itself and the use of the potential of electronic transmission.
On the other hand, however, as P.Grochowski points out, entirely new phenomena
are emerging, for instance

various types of adaptations (of computer games, scenes from popular films, televi-
sion programmes), alternative narratives based on popular fantasy novels and online
games (..). Moreover, in virtual space, as in the real world, it is possible to distinguish
the sphere of inter-social folklore, which is available to the vast majority of net users
(e.g. websites with jokes or chain letters sent by e-mail), and the sphere of environmen-
tal folklore, which is the property of particular groups of Internet users (e.g. players of
a particular online game, users of a particular IRC channel, etc.) (Grochowski 2013: 50-51).
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Thus, folklore and folklore-like phenomena reach far more diverse groups than they had
atany time in the past and they help to satisfy contemporary needs by, among others,
producing virtual neighbourhoods. “I would even venture to claim’, adds Grochowski,
“that folklore today exists primarily on the Internet” (Grochowski 2013: 48). It is, how-
ever, hard to accept this stance.

The Internet inspires the participants of specific sites to participate in “conversa-
tions” and to search for like-minded people; it enables the rapid global circulation of
transmitted content that enriches local narrative traditions; it supports creativity that
has clear hallmarks of a folkloric activity and fosters the development of imagination. In
the context of folkloric orality, Internet users - and the numbers of those have rapidly
increased, particularly after two years of social isolation during the pandemic - suc-
cessfully manage spontaneous/unofficial “sense-making”in the Internet space. Diverse
content penetrating from the global world into local cultural structures is “appropriated”
there, indigenised and given new, tame meanings.

Thus, the process of cultural socialisation unfolds not only in an different space, but
also in a new way. Traditional forms of creating knowledge about the world, which are
based on analogue reading, are being abandoned and replaced by a computer interface
offering new options of extending the text: combining the word with moving images,
sound or music; their variants take the form of digital arrangements of image and sound.
This grassroots creative activity of Internet users has been termed convergence by Henry
Jenkins. In his view, the power of convergence lies in the fact that it “occurs within the
brains of individual consumers and through their social interactions with others. Each
of us constructs our own personal mythology from bits and fragments of information
extracted from the media flow and transformed into resources through which we make
sense of our everyday lives” (Jenkins 2006: 3-4). The process of contemporary cultural
socialisation has been in a nearly natural way enriched by folkloric orality.
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Summary

Accepting the anthropological perspective of analysing oral folklore, understood as a part of
culture - any culture - requires a redefinition of the notion of orality in contemporary culture.
Orality does not mean solely oral direct transmission of texts; it also reveals a way in which
human beings operate in their world, as well as the manner of its cognition formed by folk-
type thinking. A message may also be transmitted in the form of visual or electronic commu-
nication. Analysing contemporary folkloric texts from the anthropological perspective requires
changing the existing method of acquiring research material. This includes primarily the situa-
tion in which the given text is realized. The cultural context is especially significant in analysing
Internet-based form of folkloric communication, where it is necessary to take the role of virtual
community into account. By penetrating the Internet, the content which until then functioned
outside it is subjected to changes resulting from the Internet-related inspiration. It therefore
co-creates e-folklore, the analysis of which must take the exceptional activity of Internet users
into consideration. The process of contemporary cultural socialisation has been in a nearly nat-
ural way enriched by folkloric orality.

Keywords: orality, folk-type thinking, e-folklore

Summary translated by J. Jedrzejowski

Streszczenie

Przyjecie antropologicznej perspektywy analizowania folkloru stownego, rozumianego jako
czes¢ kultury (kazdej kultury), wymaga zredefiniowania pojecia oralnosci w kulturze wspotcze-
snej. Oralnos¢ nie oznacza tylko ustnego, bezposredniego przekazywania tekstu, ale ujawnia
rowniez sposob funkcjonowania cztowieka w Swiecie oraz sposob jego poznawania uksztatto-
wany przez myélenie typu ludowego. Przekaz moze by¢ realizowany réwniez w formie komu-
nikacji wizualnej lub elektronicznej. Analizowanie wspotczesne przekazéw folklorystycznych
z perspektywy antropologicznej wymaga zmiany metody pozyskiwania materiatu badawczego,
uwzgledniajacego przede wszystkim sytuacje w jakiej realizowany jest dany przekaz. Kulturowy
kontekst szczegolnie wazny jest przy analizowaniu internetowej formy komunikacji folklory-
stycznej, w ktorej konieczne jest uwzglednienie roli wspolnoty wirtualnej. Tresci funkcjonujace
dotad poza siecig przenikajac do internetu, poddawane sg zmianom wynikajacym z internetowej
inspiracji i wspottworza e-folklor, ktérego analiza wymaga uwzglednienia wyjatkowej aktywno-
Sci uzytkownikéw sieci. Proces wspotczesnej socjalizacji kulturowej niemal w naturalny sposob
zostat wzbogacony folklorystyczng oralnoscia.

Stowa kluczowe: oralnos¢, myslenie typu ludowego, e-folklor
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