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Introduction


It has been a long time since I have done a treatise on folklore; the last time I ventured forth on it was almost three and a half years ago on a paper about the folk-legend of the Native Americans, “The Rolling-Head-Loon Woman.”  Therefore, it is with great interest and enthusiasm that I pick up the study of folklore again after such a long hiatus.


The reason this work concerns me is two-fold: Firstly, I aim to defend the late professor Alan Dundes in the misrepresentation of folklore in the DVD entitled The God That Wasn’t There.  The DVD exists to try to convince uneducated Christians that Jesus Christ was a fabrication with no basis in reality.  A fuller treatment on his poor work can be found on JP Holding’s website
.  This essay mainly serves to supplement Holding’s article in that Flemming unwisely chose Dundes to support the notion that Jesus had no viable historicity.  This will be completely refuted by actually giving a minor primer on what folklore actually is and why Flemming cannot argue Jesus as completely fictional with any of Dundes’ work.

Secondly, being a former student of Dundes
, it interested me somewhat as to how Dundes decided to portray the life of Jesus in his folkloristic methods
 and it struck me how strongly the Freudian Oedipal Complex was explored throughout his discourse.  Furthermore, I originally had intended to challenge Dundes’ prose, but discovered that Dundes’ psychological analysis was thoroughly refuted and rejected by contemporary liberal scholars of his time during the colloquy held over his paper “The Hero Pattern and the Life of Jesus.”  Indeed the material found in the DVD referenced heavily from his 1976 work; it appears that Dundes still holds strongly to it despite his lone-ranger stance on it.  I will be providing some comments about both his paper and the colloquy in this paper.

The aim of this paper is that the reader will have a basic understanding of the academic field of folklore, and see how Dundes uses this term when he states that “the Bible is indeed folklore.”
  By understanding Dundes’ (and other folklorists’) use of the word, we will see that Flemming has erred in trying to use Dundes to support the idea of a fictional Jesus
.  Also, we should have a stronger understanding of the argument behind Dundes’ application of the Hero Pattern to the life of Jesus and discerning the possible, if any, applications thereof.
The Bible as Folklore

It should be made clear from the very beginning that academic folklorists use the term folklore in a very specific manner that should not be confused with how laypersons use them.  In the case of The God Who Wasn’t There, Flemming does not allow Dundes time onscreen to define “folklore.”  As a result, any person who has not studied folklore will apply their own definition of folklore.  Dundes describes the discrepancy of definitions immediately in his book:  “Folklore is, first of all, not a synonym for error or fallacy, as in the common phrase ‘That’s just folklore.’  This is not what folklore means to the professional folklorist.”
  
Folklore itself is very difficult to define (new genres of folklore are being explored to this day, forcing the orthodox definition to expand to fit these new genres).  Since we are not detailing unorthodox folklore, we shall use a more traditional definition commonly accepted by academic folklorists.

Folklorists generally associate five qualities with true folklore; (1) its content is oral (usually verbal), or custom-related, or material; (2) it is traditional in form and transmission; (3) it exists in different versions; (4) it is usually anonymous; and (5) it tends to become formularized.  Each of these terms is used in a broad sense and the first three qualities are the primary ones to be considered in arriving at a clear definition of folklore. . . Generally speaking, then, folklore may be defined as those materials in culture that circulate traditionally among members of any group in different versions, whether in oral form or by means of customary example, as well as the processes of traditional performance and communication.

This definition is generally agreed upon by academic folklorists, most importantly, Dundes himself.  Note that the definition of folklore in the academic sense has no insinuation of truthfulness in folklore.  This is markedly distinct from layperson usage of the term “folklore” and becomes a major point of miscommunication in The God Who Wasn’t There.  Mike Licona, in his critique of Flemming’s DVD, argues against the idea of Bible as folklore when in fact he is not aware of the nature of Dundes’ usage of “folklore.”  As a result Licona mistakenly assumes that the parallel of Christ to the Hero Pattern supports the assertion of the Bible to be folklore.  More importantly, Licona is not aware that folklore has no bearing on the historicity of the Bible or of Jesus.  Otherwise he does a fantastic job at refuting the claims made in the DVD
,
.

What does this mean?  It means that even at Dundes’ insistence of the Bible as folklore, it means at worst, “The Bible is permeated by multiple existence and variation.”
  It says nothing about its truthfulness, and means nothing as to whether Christ really existed or not.  Dundes himself explains his position of Jesus’ historicity in the Colloquy:

Some things in the responses I did not take account of, and I did not want to. One is the question of historicity, raised by Smith and Talbert. I have no position on historicity; structural analysis is irrelevent to history. Raglan had a different bias; he was interested in disproving the historicity of the lives of the heroes. The truth/falsehood issue concerned Murgia, among others. But to distinguish "true" heroes from "folk" heroes confirms my original point, that "folk" is always thought to be error. There is no way of knowing a priori whether a given individual is historical; that is a separate issue. Some people were concerned that I did not discuss the religiosity of the life of Jesus. Obviously, that is a very important issue, but again, here I take no position. Structural analysis per se says nothing about it, nor does psychoanalytic criticism.

Dundes himself asserts that his field of folklore does not validate nor invalidate the historicity of Jesus Christ.  Furthermore, a graduate student of folklore who worked closely with Dundes comments:

I can tell you that [Dundes] was not concerned with whether Jesus was a real person or not -- I think we can safely say that we all agree he was an historical figure. As folklorists we are concerned with narrative development (among other things). Dundes was drawing on "hero of tradition" scholarship and applying it to Jesus as it had been applied to Oedipus, Jason, Moses, Apollo, King Arthur etc. The hypothesis is that there are structural formulations that underlie heroic makeovers.

As both folklorists assert, their aim is not separating falsehood from truth.  It is only by neglecting to define “folklore” that one could believe that Dundes is trying to show the falsehood and fiction of Jesus Christ in the DVD interview.  Since in both Hero and HWOL Dundes quickly differentiates between the academic and lay definition of “folklore,” I do not believe Dundes was at fault here.
It is interesting that Flemming (who has no academic record and reputation to uphold) does not give even the slightest impression that “folklore” has a different meaning in the DVD.  Flemming must explain himself for this omission lest it be believed that he intentionally withheld this information to miscast Dundes into advocating the “Christ-Fiction” camp of Doherty, et al.  This move would be disingenuous at best, and downright slanderous at worst.  If Flemming cannot explain what happened here, then he owes the family of the late Dundes an apology for spinning his words into supporting a position that Dundes specifically chose to not address since it was irrelevant to his discussion.
Some Comments on The Hero Pattern and Jesus Christ


This section should be relatively brief.  I must note that I am referring to Dundes’ original work The Hero Pattern and the Life of Jesus, which is an exposition of the short amount of time he speaks of it on the DVD.  I just want to bring out some comments on the work.  The following paragraphs will be much more informal and less organized in nature than the section prior.

It is interesting to note, however, that Dundes would himself bring up Lord Raglan’s twenty-two characteristics of a hero, when he himself is not a proponent of Raglan’s work as a whole.
  He notes that “Raglan himself admitted that his taking twenty-two incidents (as opposed to some other number of incidents) was arbitrary.”
  Some of the objects of the list, such as “unusual conception,” “mysterious death,” are so vague that it would only make sense for a hero to have a strange conception story.

However, there is one major point of Hero that is all entirely strange, which is Dundes’ insistence on applying the Freudian Oedipal Complex to the life of Jesus and psychoanalyzing the entire piece of literature using an anachronistic mode of thought.  Dundes also goes through painstaking detail in trying to show how Jesus rejects his father and clings to his mother; how he grows to manhood by being thrust by phallic symbols (the cross, the spear, the nails) as a “rite of passage” and his subsequent joining of manhood post-resurrection; projecting a “harlot” figure upon the Virgin Mary by trying to make Mary Magdalene (traditionally a prostitute) a “component” of the same Mary; that the “family” of the Father, Jesus the son and Mary the mother is completely indicative of the ordinary human family structure of the Mediterranean world; the replacing of the mother figure in the Holy Trinity with The Holy Spirit, etcetera.  Most of his arguments, while interesting, are only that: interesting.


I am not alone to echo this judgment on his work.  As mentioned at the beginning of the article, Dundes’ work was heavily criticized by his liberal contemporaries when Hero was written, mostly due to his mischaracterizations of academic theologians and his insistence on Freudian psychoanalysis despite overwhelming evidence that points contrary to his views.  The critique went as far as for one of the scholars to say (with the supposition that his psychoanalysis was correct, even):


Professor Dundes has said that folklore has been perceived to be the enemy.  On pages 3 and 4, he says that scholarly theologians want to decide what is folklore so it can be removed from the sacred canon, and this is called “demythologizing.”  In fact, this has little resemblance to anything which goes on in twentieth-century Biblical scholarship.  That is not the purpose of examining folklore matierals, and demythologizing is not culling out unhistorical materials.  At least since the time of Gunkel, folklore has been widely used and treated sympathetically in Old Testament studies, and since World War I in New Testament studies, although perhaps not with as much contact with folklore specialists as you and I would like.

Most of us feel like Professor Rosenmeyer: we in principle like your general hypothesis, that there is a prior pattern imposed unconsciously on the materials.  The problem is whether you have identified a pattern that does appear in the materials.  It may be that, insofar as the materials really fit, the pattern is one inevitible in any culture, at any time, following just the ordinary principles of how a story has to be told to be interesting.  If people are interested in a person, whoever he was, eventually they will start asking about the rest of his story.  If he is dead, one will talk about his death; if there is a cult around his grave, one will talk about where he was buried.  A story that merely says someone was born, had a marvelous life, and even after death came back, is not very interesting.  As in music, painting, and poetry, one needs some resistance to make the resolution interesting.  So an interesting tale about anyone--hero, king, religious founder, whoever—will have opposition, threats, danger, etc.  That is the raw material of any kind of narrative that interests anybody.  You must be saying more than that, that there is a particular arrangement of these things, and that is what we have some difficulty fitting to the first hundred years’ account of Jesus.

To finish, I will quote what Dundes ends the colloquy with:

I was interested to find that the pattern is not convincing to most people.  Even if one does not accept all of Ragland’s points, a virgin birth seems a rather particular form of event, so I hope I have done more than just point out what makes a narrative interesting.  I frankly did not expect much acceptance of the psychological argument. . . but I was surprised the pattern found so little favor.

It is strange that Dundes would still hold so strongly to his views even in the face of all reason.  Perhaps this is indicative of the human condition’s pride from letting go of one’s fallacious ideas.

Appendix:  My Personal Interaction with Professor Dundes

As a Freshman in Berkeley, I took Alan Dundes’ Anthropology 163AC: American Folklore class, and was astounded by the whole field of folklore.  Although I was (and still am) a Chemist, I interacted closely with the literature and with Professor Dundes (the first time he spoke to me, he told me I should not take this class since it was not for Freshmen) throughout the course.  I was well acquainted with folklore theory and the major pioneers of folklore academics.  I’ve been well acquainted with the Folklore Archives in Berkeley and with the graduate students who taught class with Dundes at the time (I still communicate regularly with one of them).  By the end of the course, Dundes was confident of my abilities such that he expressed a desire to write for me a letter of recommendation for my future studies.  As it stands, I am sorry to say I cannot take him up on the offer (though I would wonder what good a folklorist’s letter would do when applying for a Graduate Program in Chemistry).  I passed the class with flying colors.
� http://www.tektonics.org/gk/godthere.html


� See appendix of this paper for the extent of my personal interaction with Professor Dundes.


� Dundes, Alan. “The Hero Pattern and the Life of Jesus”, The Center for Hermeneutical Studies in Hellenistic and Modern Culture, Protocol of the Twentyfifth Colloquy: 12 December 1976.  This will be my primary text with which I will be discussing Dundes’ treatment of Jesus in the Hero Pattern.  Future references to the main text will be Hero, and the proceeding colloquy minutes will be known as Colloquy.  Note that Hero and Colloquy are all under the same binding.


� Dundes, Alan.  Holy Writ as Oral Lit: The Bible as Folklore, Lanham, Rowman & Littlefield, 1999.  Future references to this will be shortened as HWOL.


� Note that I have not referred to the Christ-Myth.  The reason being is that Myth is also a very specific term in folklore, and since this paper primarily deals with folklore, it should be best to keep these specific terms to their academic uses, so as not to confuse them with common layman’s usage.


� HWOL, pp. 2


� Brunvand, Jan Harold. The Study of American Folklore: An Introduction, New York, W.W. Norton & Company, 1998, pp. 12, 15.  Emphasis original.


� http://www.answeringinfidels.com/index.php?option=content&task=view&id=87, under “5.Folklore and Urban Legend.”  One should also note that Urban Legend is a category of Folklore and not an entity in itself.  


� It would be an interesting article to discuss Dundes’ actual book on whether the Bible can be considered folklore or not.  However, to do such a thing would be outside the scope of this essay and I reserve this topic to another time.  Perhaps a more qualified folklorist can delve into the topic?


� HWOL, pp. 111


� Colloquy, pp. 80.  Emphasis mine.


� Agozzino, Mabel.  Personal Correspondence,  4/19/2006


� Colloquy, pp. 94


� Hero, 9


� Colloquy, pp. 95.  Attributed to Professor Edward C. Hobbs, Professor of Theology and Hermeneutics of the New Testament, Graduate Theological Union, Berkeley, CA.  Emphasis original.


� Ibid, pp. 96





