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Summing up my entire academic life in five to seven minutes seems a little daunting, but here goes. I’ll start with a joke—“The past the present and the future walk into a bar. It was a tense situation....” Okay; so that’s a joke only an English professor could love, but it can launch my topic—which is folklore.  Since my lame joke was composed by “anonymous,” it is folklore, which is defined as those materials that circulate unofficially and anonymously among members of a group.  It comes in many genres—narratives, songs, customs, beliefs, crafts, skills, even cooking.

Folklore caught my attention early, in ninth grade English, when I realized that “anonymous” was my favorite writer. I remember a beautiful lyric poem called Western Wind “Western wind, when will thou blow, the small rain down can rain? Christ! if my love were in my arms, and I in my bed again!”  To teenaged me, that seemed so authentic beside the other poems. Here was a poor lonesome, horny sailor a long way from home, speaking plainly and straight from the heart ... and that “Christ” was clearly cussing, not a religious reference, as my teacher, Ms. Carter, insisted. 

In high school, I found the old ballads, the so-called “Child Ballads.” They’re named after Francis James Child, the Harvard scholar who spent his life collecting and studying manuscript versions of them. I was surprised to see “Barbara Allen,” a song my grandmother sang all the time, right there in the textbook being treated as great literature. And outside the classroom a phenomenon called the urban folk revival was under way. Folk music wasn’t just for school-it was in the coffeehouses that were springing up, it was on the radio, and it was part of the civil rights marches that were beginning around the south. Another one of my grandma’s songs, “Tom Dooley,” became a top forty hit and sold millions.  Then a songwriter-folk singer-poet, all of twenty-one years old, put out an album called The Freewheeling Bob Dylan, and all the pieces connected for me.  His songs were like “Western Wind,” direct, authentic, rough, and, as he said about his own musical mentor, Woody Guthrie, “you could listen to his songs and actually learn how to live.” It felt like something deep and mysterious was going on. I bought a guitar.

In college at the University of Virginia, there was a famous folklorist named Arthur Kyle Davis, Jr. who had collected folksongs in the Appalachians in the 1930s. I pretty much majored in him, while ostensibly being an English major.  This started my career-long “M.O.” of tacking between the two fields I love because I couldn’t decide which to abandon. I gravitated to the literary figures who were attuned to folklore and to the folklore genres that were, in effect, oral literature.

When I graduated from Virginia, I was drafted into the army. I was in for three years and fought in the Vietnam War. When I returned to Charlottesville in 1971 for the Ph.D. in English on the GI Bill, Prof. Davis had retired and been replaced by Charles Perdue, who quickly became my primary mentor and soon my lifelong friend, Chuck. I worked with him and another grad student, Robert Phillips, to compile and edit Weevils in the Wheat: Interviews with Virginia Ex-slaves. These were unpublished interviews done by Federal Writers Project fieldworkers in the 1930s and I am proud to say it has been in continuous print since it came out in 1976. By academic custom, Chuck could have simply thanked us in the preface, but he was gracious enough to put our names right there on the cover as full co-authors, which we were.


It made a difference. I actually got a tenure track job in the middle of the big 1970s recession. The University of Toledo hired me to profess English but also to develop a program in folklore, thereby “enabling” my inability to choose a discipline. I want to testify that the University of Toledo has been a great institution to work in.  The folklore curriculum has been supported, I have great colleagues who have become my dear friends, and the students are hard-working, down-to-earth, and grasp the ideas of folklore, folk art, and democratic literature immediately. They respond as I did as a kid to the authenticity of folklore and the idea that great literature can come from the poor, the uneducated, and the disenfranchised.

My all-time favorite student evaluation was from a 4000-level course called “folklore & literature.” The student wrote “He thinks he’s on to something.”  It’s true. I do. I think I’m on to something. One of my snobbier Anglophile professors at Virginia called this thing I am on to “folk primitivism,” but I prefer to call it -- American democratic literature. And I think artists like Mark Twain, Eugene O’Neill, John Steinbeck, Woody Guthrie, Alice Walker, and yes, Bob Dylan, should make the cut.


One of my favorite examples of the folklore-literature connection involves Steinbeck.  Everyone knows the famous scene in The Grapes of Wrath in which Rose of Sharon gives her stillborn baby’s breast milk to a starving old man, but few know that Steinbeck collected that story from a Mexican worker when he worked at the Spraekles sugar factory in Salinas as a college student.  On work breaks, he would announce that he would pay good money to anyone who could tell him a “humanistic story” he could use in his writing.  He paid senor “anonymous” a dollar for that one, and waited fifteen years to find the right spot for it in his American masterpiece.

I’ll close with a tip on a fine new book you all should read.  My son Zacharias recommended it to me.  It’s called The Better Angels of Our Nature by the Harvard cognitive psychologist Steven Pinker.  Its subtitle is the surprising phrase Why Violence Has Declined. You might have the same reaction I did when I saw the title—what?  Isn’t violence increasing?  Well, the short answer is no.  Violence has declined enormously since our hunter-gatherer days as a species, and it even declined in the first half of the 20th Century, a notoriously violent period. Government monopoly on violence is a big reason; armies and police forces by and large keep the peace and protect citizens more than they create strife and cause harm.

But a major cause Pinker gives for a decline in violence since the 19th century is—the rise of the novel. He uses the example of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. When Lincoln met Harriet Beecher Stowe he is purported to have said “so you’re the little lady who started the big war.” The idea is that empathy, the basis of the golden rule, is inherent in the form of the novel. In a novel we see what it’s like to be someone else.  In reading Stowe’s novel, people actually felt viscerally what it was like to be a slave.  And the result was that they had a much harder time condoning slavery.  

Pinker’s book made me feel good about my profession. Literature, what I teach, what I study, what I love, is not only beautiful, spellbinding, and mysterious; there is empirical evidence that it actually does some concrete good in this old world. And that should make all of us at this conference, all of us Phi Kappa Phi initiates who declare that “the love of learning should rule humanity,” feel justified.
--Tom Barden
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