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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 (4) by Shin KONO

Abstract

The present paper is a continuation of three previous papers. These deal with issues that were being
debated in academic German Folklore societies in the 1920s and early 1930s. The ideas most influential
and distinguished at the time were those of the folklorist Hans Naumann, a professor in Frankfurt a. M.
(1922) and in Bonn (193 1). It was his theory that all folk culture could be classified into one of two types :
the ‘Giiter der primitiven Gemeinschaftskultur’ (that which derived from primitive cultural societies), and
‘versunkene Kulturgiiter’ (sunken culture). The former type has remained essentially unchanged since
prehistoric times ; the latter, created originally within all intellectual upper class, was later adopted by
the lower classes. »

Although Naumann’s ideas stimulated active discussion in academic circles and were popularly held,
they do not stand up either to careful, objective investigation, or to the strict demands required of
theoretical proof. Besides, he deserves to be criticized of being over simplistic when he considered the
peasant of his day to be the harbinger of a primitive community culture. According to Naumann country
folk never abandoned their primitive constitution with all its crudeness and vulgarity.

The warped point of view implicit in Naumann’s theories were not confined to him but were shared by
his contemporaries and even by famous predecessors in other western countries besides Germany.
Naumann’s theories owe much to the influence James George Frazer an Englishman, and to Lucien Lévy-
Bruhl a professor of anthropology in Paris. The ‘Volk-Dispute’ cam therefore be seen as being marginally
associated with more general western-wide Neo-Romantic philosophical movement which finds its
expression in the person and opinions of Hans Naumann. Eventually, he became an active Nazi, —
although he considered that he himself, on occasion, had been persecuted by his comrades.
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