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THE NON-MISSING LINK: 
AFRICAN FOLKLORE 
IN THE COMPARATIVE STUDY 
OF FOLKLORE
Two years between the first (1982) and the second (1984) international conference on folklore in Africa today do not mean a definite change in the state of art in African studies, neither in Hungary nor abroad. Two years ago I tried to make a synoptic summary of researches concerning modern African folklore, both in general folklore studies and in African studies proper. As a continuation of that report I would say that important researches have been carried on since then both in Africa and in America, Europe and other parts of the world. We hope the increasing activity as regards African folklore research will be continuous and fruitful also in the future. From time to time it is necessary to give a summary about the achievements of international research activity, but I do not think there have been many phenomena in African studies since 1982 that we have to give a detailed evaluation of. Still there is one particular point I want to emphasize this time: during the past few years it has become obvious that African folklore research is not any more a missing link in comparative folklore studies. Due to the selfless and fruit ful activity of scholars of African folklore from all parts of the world we are now able in many cases to include African data into the comparative folklore find this change the most important event in current folklore scholarship, and the humble aim of our international conferences on African folklore is to contribute to this positive development.

Any very good comparative work on folklore always contained data not only from Europe. From Giambattista Vico to the Grimm Brothers, from Montaigne to Freud, from Montesquieu to Hegel, from A. N. Wesselowsky to Stith Thompson or Kaarle Krohn, philosophers and collectors of folklore were aware of the fact that folklore, or early forms of literature, music, dance and art, exist outside of Europe too. The first great summarizing volumes of Frazer of Wundt already in the 19th century presented abundant data from other continents. The institutionalization of African studies during the last century gave the possibility to comparative folklorists to collect important data on African folklore. Important publications not only in Europe and America, but also in various research centers in Africa make possible and impossible at the same time the constant use of African data for comparative folklore studies.

I used the adjective “impossible” with a special purpose. In our days nobody can boast of a perfect knowledge of African data any more. Besides “old” special collections of African items in museums and libraries (like in Paris, London, Belgium, the United States, etc.) day by day we are able to learn about “new” special African collections. In Mainz there is the special K. H. Jahn Library of Africans; the Indiana University Libraries Selected Recent Acquisitions in African Studies bring quartely two or three hundred new books; the last issue (April 1984) of the Smithsonian Institution Libraries – National Museum of African Art Library contains 150 hundred items for or from dozens of countries; the new book-list on Africa by Cambridge University Press offers a hundred books for readers; the Annual (Africa in Soviet Studies) in Moscow has already published its 1983 issue; the Africa Research Bulletin in Exeter nas now become a monthly; alone the French Centre de Recherche et d'Études sur les Sociétés Méditerranéennes (CRESM) in Aix-en-Provence publishes two book series on North Africa respectively on the Mediterranean sovieties; the otherwise small Paris publishing company L'Harmattan offers in its bookstore 60.000 volumes on the Third World, and is planning to translate several Hungarian books concerning Africa into French. The exponential growth of interest, collecting, publishing or exhibitions of African material is simply overwhelming not only among individuals but also research institutions. Ten years ago a Swedish and a Danish librarian (Anna-Britta Wallenius and Vagn P enge) published a commented bibliography of Africa (Litteratur om Africa, Viborg, 1973) with 570 titles. Five years later a small booklet (Publications en kikongo. Bibliographie relative aux contributions suédoises entre 1885 et 1970, Uppsala, 1978) contains more than sixty pages. There are bibliographies on German missionaries in Africa (Afrikanische missions literature in Fribourg) with ten thousand pieces of data; two annotated bibliographies by Nancy J. Schmidt on Children's Books on Africa and Their Authors plus a Supplement to... (New York – London, 1975 and 1979), at least two great bibliographies on African folklore and more suggestions on how to coordinate and improve them. Journals like Research in African Literatures from Austin, Texas; Narody Azii i Afriki from Moscow, a report on the Tanzanian research project Jipemoyo (Development and Culture Research 3:1980 as Transactions of the Finnish Anthropological Society no. 9.); the issues of L'artisanat créateur by Jacques Anquetil (for the Agence de coopération culturelle et technique in Paris) describing also the activities of modern African art based on tradition; ICA Information issues (Revue de l'Institut culturel africain – Magazine of the African Cultural Institute from Dakar); or even Africana/Budapest perhaps a primising local variant of African studies – all these in fact pour like tropical rain, and I am convinced that their number in the future will be even larger.

As you might notice, I was not able to refer to many publications from Africa, not because they do not exist, but because we do not know of their existence, or we do not have a copy. I should add that on the other hand in Africa journals and books published in Europe or America are rarities as well, and the situation is even worse if we think of inter-African publication exchange. It is a dad fact that a folklorist from Nigeria could see a book from Sudan better in London than at home, that Anglophone and Francophone folklorists from Africa in fact meet only at international congresses (usually not in Africa itself), that I have not heard of any ethnographer from Angola who could visit Mozambique or vice versa. If we really want comparative folklore research for and in Africa we should find a common way for establishing mutual scholarly contacts among folklorists from all over the world. Special journal(s), publication series, libraries, research institutions and international associations will serve very well this purpose, but the main factor involved must still be the will of the comparative folklorists themselves.

While attending an international conference on African folklore, one might want to have a report on previous similar activities. The number of similar earlier conferences is either very great or very little, according to the wish of the reporter, whether he wants to be optimistic or pessimistic. At international congresses of linguistics, literature, anthropology and ethnology, archaeology, history or folklore usually there are a larger or smaller number of lectures on African topics. International meetings of folk dance, folk music, folk art or folk literature experts have the same practice. However, we could not be satisfied with their results. To take only one example, closest to us, the well-known and world-wide organization of experts in folk-tale, folk-legend and similar genres in the International Society for Folk-Narrative Research (ISFNR), originated a quarter of a century ago. At its Athens meeting (September 1964) there were 76 papers, among them 3 on African topics. The same society had its last meeting in June 1984 in Bergen, Norway. The number of participants and the number of papers was three times higher, alas, African papers show only the same increase, which I find unnecessary little. Since the next (9th) congress of the ISFNR will be in 1989 in Budapest, we will try to make then a more representative African section, covering all the important narrative genres, i.e. tales, fables, legends, riddles, proverbs, personal narratives and the like.

In December 1962 in Accra was organized the First International Congress of Africanists. Its proceedings were published two years later. Among the thirty papers only one was devoted to “folklore and literature” (and others to art and music). In Dakar, at the December 1967 meeting Congres International des africanistes (material was published in 1972) among the more than thirty papers there are two or three which mention folklore, oral history, ethnomusicology or religion. In 1970 in Bloomington (Indiana University) Richard Dorson organized a conference on African folklore with about twenty papers (and fewer papers in a publication two years later). Unfortunately this was not only the first, but also the last, conference of its kind in the United States on African folklore.

Looking at all this, perhaps we could find our first African folklore conference with about 50 papers as a promising start. The increase in the number of participants, papers and sections at the present conference. As an even more positive sign. This time we have included other aspects of social life (communication systems, religion, education, theory of culture, youth, etc.) in the work of our meeting, inasmuch as they are connected with traditional lore. Oral history, literature and language will be touched on by some lectures from the same point of view. This time, because of the great number of participants, we have been forced to have parallel sections. Still we do try to keep free time for plenary sessions, general panels and personal communications. Our other events, including exhibitions, serve a double purpose: to reflect the scale of interest in African folklore, as well as to reserve time for direct talks. The organizers, who are all young Hungarian scholars interested in African topics, will be on hand for the holding of other discussions if you feel it is necessary. We thank you in advance for all your help, comments and criticisms, because we try to ???????9.old. African studies in Hungary on an international scale and with comparative aspects. To do this we need more help from you than we ourselves can offer.

For the comparative research of African folklore we need good fieldwork, archives, and first of all excellent publications. For us, who are not able to visit all African folklore informants in sitn, books and articles present the material necessary for research. Publications should be in two (if not more) languages: presenting the very original local dialect, and giving a translation in a major language (preferably French or English, but in some cases Portuguese). Very often (as e.g. with proverbs, riddles, ritual songs, etc.) one translation is not satisfactory. There must be a word-by-word one, and another one giving the meaning of the text. In improvised songs, and ritual poetry it is common that sung texts differ from a written down form. Also songs repeated or performed by groups of participants pose a difficult problem in the matter of exact transcribing. Texts must be accompanied by musical notes, description of musical instruments, photos of the custom, listing the participants in the ritual, giving the social significance of their ceremonies. Historical or comparative data, if available, are an absolute must for a good scholarly publication.

Fieldwork and publications must present not only fragmentary data, but a functional unit of the tradition. A whole ritual, a possible complete repertoire of a story-teller, all the children's games in a village, a full presentation of jewels or rock paintings among a special ethnic group. Monographs, describing the tales or laments of a people, giving not one, but several, heroic songs (or giving not only one variant but several variants) are very much needed.

For notes, in good publications, there is already an internationally well-established practice: references to the Motif-Index by Stith Thompson, or to tale types by Antti Aarne and Stith Thompson are inavoidable. Despite various attempts that have been made, unfortunately there is no special African motif of type index. Area indexes had been proposed, and early versions were published. The se could could be indexes of various special genres, both international and local (e.g. trickster tales, fables, dilemma tales, etc.). The indexing of legends and heroic epic in Africa – to the best of my knowledge – has not yet been started. However, it is a most important task of research. Folk ballad classification on an international basis (the so-called Freiburg system) is in fact European (plus to some extent American), and in its present form would serve only as a suggestion and not as a close model. For proverbs and riddles the suggestion made by Matti Kuusi (Ovambo Proverbs with African Parallels,  Helsinki, 1970, FF. Communications 208; – Ovambo Riddles with Comments and Vocabularies, Helsinki, 1974. FF Communications 215) are the initiatory works for all African scholars of those genres. I am strongly in favour or publishing local (regional, national or ethnic) type indexes for many African genres, even if there are some theoretical shortcomings in practice. But this is the only way to make available the otherwise unaccessible facts of African folklore.

For our part we ought to use African data in our comparative studies and handbooks alike. I used to refer to the otherwise excellent Enzyklopädie des Marchens as a warning example in this case. In volume II. on “China” there is a 40 page large, very good, article, but I was not able to find any similar entry on African folklore. I volume III. (1979–1981) there was only one African entry (Dilemmamärchen) and in another one (Elefant) a short part concerning Africa. It is a pity that in entries like Dialog, Diffusion, Diskriminierung, Divination, Drache (= dragon), Dualismus, Eidechse ( =   lizard ), Einggansformel(n) (= formulae at the beginning of narratives), Eisen (= iron) etc., one does not find African references to each of those all African folklorists can give good comparative data. I know the editors of the Enzyklopädie des Märchens will welcome African contributions, the trouble is that neither American, nor French, nor African folklorists will write such entries, in spite of the fact that the encyclopadia is not a German entreprise, its aim is to be international and world-wide.

We could easily multiply the cases where African data are unjustly missing from international folklore handbooks.

Also the history of folklore research in(on) concerning Africa is an unwritten story. Anthropologists, missionaries, explorers visited Africa for a hundred years, making sometimes useful notes for folklorists too. Special research units were formed considerably later. It might be surprising to say that in Paris only in May 1969 a special group of African folklorists (today Centre d'Études Africaines) was formed. A similar, wider based organisation is the Centre de Recherche sur l'Oralité (since 1980 in Paris, information about its activity can be got from its Bulletin de Liaison et Information, No. 1.). Its important journal is the famous Cahiers de Littérature Orale, from 1976, until how 15 issues. The famous publication La tradition orale (éd. pa Diouldé Laya, Niamey, 1972) is based upon two earlier meetings: one in Niamey, 1967, and the other in Ougadougou, 1968, just at the time when the first American meetings on African oral traditions were organized. If someone wants to be brief and pessimistic, he could say that African folklore research history in the proper sense of the word looks back only about twenty or less years.

It is typical that even Dorson in fact sees the threshold of modern African folklore research in his visit to Uganda and Liberia in March 1970. True, he also refers to the works of the curious missionary, Sigismund W. Koelle (his African Native Literature Proverbs, Tales, Fables, and Historical Fragments in the Kanuri or Bornu Language, London 1854, republished in Graz, 1966) and mentions H. Callaway, who in his Nursery tales, traditions and histories of the Zulus (London, 1868) makes comparative notes to English, Italian, biblical and even to Polynesiand and Hottentot parallels. Dorson is aware of the importance of the activity of W. H. J. Bleek, who is his Reynard the Fox in South Africa (London, 1864) makes an important comparative genre theory, more than a generation before Joseph Bédier's famous Les fabliaux (Paris, 1893), which is considered to be the first strong argument in comparative folklore research against one-sided Indo-German genre theory built up by the Grimms and Benfey (see his Pantschatantra, Leipzig, 1859). With dissatisfaction we can say that Bleek as well as Callaway are “away” from Enzyklopädie des Marchens, while both Bédier and Benfey are represented by very well deserved detailed entries.

Dorson was an advocate of modern folklore research and not an Africanist. Still we ascribe to his otherwise also numerous merits, that he in his The British Folklorists, a History (London, 1968) paid attention to the “African” tradition in British scholarship, and listed among British folklorists the missionaries and travellers from England to Africa – which is by far not the case in other historical reports on European folklore research (see e.g. Boberg or Cocchiara, or from England Krappe, etc.). If we turn the pages of the summary made by the Berkeley folklorist-Africanist, William Bascom (also absent from Enzyklopädie des Marchens biographical items, but a contributor to it, writing on “dilemma tales”, a genre he studies first in a true comparative framerwork (African Dilemma Tales. The Hague – Paris, 1975), with surprise we can see that neither in his bibliography (Folklore research in Africa, in Journal of American Folklore 77 (1964), No. 303, 12–31), nor in his sketch (Folklore and Literature, in: The African World. A Survey of Social Research. Edited by Robert A. Lystad. New York, 1965. 469–490, 558–560.) was the problem of research history of folklore studies in Africa touched upon.

A vademecum for African folklore studies Veronika Görög's “bibliographie analytique” (Littérature orale d'Afrique noire, Paris, 1981) givers at the end of the book a special statistical analysis of the material included, however, it does not give a detailed historical analysis, thus we can not see a history of African folklore research according to schools, trends, major methods or main fields of interest.

In a word, to write a history of comparative African folklore research is one of the most necessary forthcoming tasks in our field of study. It is not a simple task, because we have to ask first what “comparative” folklore research means? If we single out two important early comparative folklore scholars in Africa, we will see that the answer is not a simple one.

Alice Werner, best known through her Myths and Legends of the Bantu (London, 1933) and her African Mythology in the series Mythology of all Races (Boston, 1925), one of the very few books on Africa included even in Stith Thompson's international folk tale-type catalogue, even before World War I started to publish her articles on Western and Eastern Bantu folklore, reflecting on diffusion patterns of types or motives and genres. Her attempt was – as I can judge – to be fascinated by and then study in a profound way the diversity and yet the amazing similarity of African folk traditions according to their immense geographical distribution.

The Swedish ethnographer and linguist, Gerhard Lindblom is often mentioned as a forerunner or precursor of modern African folklore research. A thorough specialist of the kamba lore, he made his fieldwork in Kenya 1911–1912, then he wrote his Uppsala Ph.D. dissertation in 1916 (published as The Akamba in British East Africa, parts I–III., Uppsala, 1916, a second, enlarged edition ibidem 1920). His most important work is the three volumes of Kamba Folklore (Vol. I. Tales of Animals with Linguistic, Ethnographical and Comparative Notes, Uppsala, 1928 – Vol. II. Tales of Supernatural Beings and Adventures, Lund, 1935. – Vol. III. Riddles, Proverbs and Songs, Uppsala, 1934. (and edition), all registered as Archives d'Études Orientales, Vol. 20: 1–2–3.) representing various genres, texts in the original and in translations, and “comparative” notes. He classified the genres into five groups: “tales about animals” – “tales about ogres, giants, etc.” – “episodes from the life of the natives” – “myths and legends” – “imported tales”. It seems to be a very local classification, and we are tempted to say that the way of comparative folklore research as practised by Lindblom is the opposite to that of Alice Werner. Here the cultural differences, the particularity of each African tribal lorei is evident.

In fact the difference can be characterized as two parts of the same opposition. For a cross-cultural comparative research we need deep local analyses, by scholars who are aware of the importance of later comparative studies. Lindblom, referring to Werner and other comparatists too, belongs to that kind.

An interesting aspect too is that both refer to early German studies of comparative African lore. Carl Meinhof (e. g. Die Dichtung der Afrikaner, Berlin, 1911. – Afrikanische Marchen, Jena, 1921) and Leo Frobenius (especially in the volumes of Atlantis. Volksmarchen und Volkdichtungen Afrikas. I–XII. Jena, 1921–1928) following the German comparative philology and later the Kulturkreislehre they connected African studies to earlier (and to a much smaller scale to contemporary) folklore research. It is a pity that inspite of some efforts (see e.g. Leo Frobenius 1873–1973. An Anthology. Edited by Eike Haberland. Wiesbaden, 1973) there is no good summary of this trend.

Leaving aside many important questions (e.g. the origin, development and methods of French, Belgian, American or even Russian studies concerning African folklore) one could ask: how is the situation now? Does comparative folklore realize the importance of African studies?

The title of my present paper already is an answer to the question. I think, in our days folklore scholars are aware of the importance of African data – but not to the necessary degree. Heroic Epic and Saga. An Introduction to the World's Great Folk Epics (edited by Felix J. Oinas, Bloomington – London, 1978) has an excellent summary (The African Heroic Epic by Daniel P. Biebuyck, on pages 336–367) on the topic. But it is typical, that this is the very last chapter of the book. The Festschrift for Albert Bates Lord (Oral Traditional Literature, Edited by John Miles Foley, Columbus,1981) is publishing an important contribution (Deirdre La Pin: Narrative as Prescedent in Yoruba Oral Tradition, on pp. 347–374). It is obvious that in a summarizing work like Oral Poetry by Ruth Finnegan (Cambridge, 1977), the number of African references is unusually high. In a Soviet book on written epics (Pamyatniki kniznogo eposa. Stil' i tipologiceskie osobennosti. Otv. red.: E.M. Meletinskij, Moskva, 1978) Yu.K. Sceglov wrote an excellent paper on Swahili epics (pp. 230–270, Epiceskaya poeziya suahili). It is natural that at the important Paris meeting on current folktale research (Le conte, pourquoi? comment? – Actes des journées d'études en littérature orale: Analyse des contes – Problemes de méthodes. Comité d'édition: Genevieve Calame-Griaule – Veronika Görög-Karady – Michele Chiche. Paris, 1984) there are various papers on African folklore (e.g. “La statue enduite de glu” by Denise Paulme – on Malagassy tales by Lee Haring – on African text variations by the renowned Paris team of folklorists and others). The most important old series of international folklore scholarship, Folklore Fellows Communications in Helsinki, just in its latest volume published the much awaited Malagassy folktale index by Lee Haring. The most important new series of comparative folklore publications, in New York offers in his “Garland Folklore Casebooks” three volumes, edited by Alan Dundes. In The Evil Eye (New York – London, 1981) there is D.S. Oyler's Shilluk study, in Cinderella (New York, 1982) the classical study by William Bascom (Cinderella in Africa) is reprinted in the anthology of proverbial studies (The Wisdom of Many. New York, 1981, edited by Wolfgang Mieder and Alan Dundes). The second from the beginning is Ruth Finnegan's summary Proverbs in Africa. Already in the first volume of essays on paremiology, edited by G.L. Permyakov (Paremiologiceskij sbornik. Moscow, 1978) there is a paper on Somali proverbs by A. K. Zolkovskij. Reflecting research history trends, not particularly African ones, there are very often also good African papers. Just to mention one case in special issue of the Swedish journal Ethnos called “The Shaping of National Anthropoligies”  (Vol. 47, 1–II., 1982, pp. 65–80, by Abdel Chaffar M. Ahmed) there is an important summary of The State of Anthropology in the Sudan, a first-hand witness' story, with a general perspective.

And so the list could go on. I think we could conclude that African topics are not any more a missing link in a good comparative folklore scholarship.

Comparative research is searching in Africa two kinds of evidences. Both historically and methodologically it is looking first for parallels, i.e. further data to phenomena already known from other areas. I think, by now, there is abundant material for this purpose. The other type of approach is in the same way important, i.e. when we ask for specific, particular, at first sight spectacular or unprecedented, data. For that purpose Africa offers a fantastic material, second to none. Still there are a very few really good summaries of that kind of African folklore elements. It is simple to state that a local phenomenon in any of the African cultures is “unique”, but it is hard to demonstrate the validity of such a quick generalization. Still, I think there are possibilities for this kind of comparative African folklore research too.

I try to refer only to two such possibilities, without a thorough analysis, because in other places there will be room for a more detailed scrutiny.

From a methodological point of view “oral history” studies must not by any means be limited only to Africa. Still, as we can see, this method in fact was created by and for African scholarship (the official birthday of the method is without doubt the English translation of Jan Vansina's seminal book (De la tradition orale, Tervuren 1961 = Oral Tradition, London, 1965), based upon fieldwork researches by him between 1953 to 1956 among the Kuba, and in Rwanda and Burundi from 1957 to 1960). We Hungarians should be very proud of the fact that Emil Torday (Budapest 1875 – London 1931) was the first, during his grand tour (1907–1911????????) in the Congo, to pay attention to the Kuba (Bushongo) royal lists (see: E. Torday – T.E. Joyce: Notes ethnographiques sur les peuples communément appelés Bakuba. Les Bushongo. Bruxelles, 1910), making thus the first hint at African oral history investigations. As we can see from very recent reviews, oral history became an important method both for historians and folklorists in Africa, and their results are known world wide. (See e.g. excellent application summaries in a non-African profile organ The American Historical Review vol. 88., number 4, October 1983, special issue “African History Today”, with articles like: The Wars of August: Diagonal Narratives in African History by Robert W. Harms – Laboratory for the Oral History of Slavery: The Island of Lamu on the Kenya Coast by Patricia Romero Curtin, etc.). In general, African history reached a new period within the few years. Both in its scope and methods new problems and results have accumulated. (See e.g. Historians and Africanist History: A Critique. Post-Colonial Historiography Examined. Ed.: Arnold Temu – Bonaventure Swai. London, 1981, or from other aspects an interesting book: Prince Dika-Akwa nya Bonambela: Les problemes de l'anthropologie et de l'histoire africaines. Yaounde, 1982). On the other hand “oral” theory (by its various meanings without a necessary differentiation) during the past years came to a summarizing stop: see Edward R. Haymes: A Bibliography of Studies Relating to Parry's and É?????rd's Oral Theory. Cambridge, Mass., 1973. – Edward R. Haymes: Das mündliche Epos. Stuttgart, 1977. From January 1986 the University of Missouri-Columbia will inaugurate Oral Tradition, a special journal devoted entirely to the interdisciplinary field of research and scholarship on oral literature and tradition.

In this case an “African” method already raised to be of international and comparative value. One could find it very important that also at the second Budapest conference special section is devoted to problems of the oral history method in African studies.

The second possibility for a new comparative research procedure in African folklore might seem strange at first sight. I am very much in favour of seeing in African folklore a special kind of African traditional philosophy, or, if somebody prefers this term, a special kind of African world view.

African philosophy, world view or systems of thought can be approached in very different ways. We know of excellent works with a theological background (e. g. John Mbiti: African Religions and Philosophy, London, 1969 = Religions et philosophie afri​caines. Yaoundé, 1972), of cognitive psychology (like the papers of the 1975 Cambridge conference on universals of human thought, as Universals of Human Thought – Some African Evidences, edited by Barbara Lloyd – John Gay, Cambridge, 1981), with the European missionaries' attitude (Henri Maurier: Philosophie de l'Afrique noire, St. Augustin, 1976), or critical history of religion (Ulf Drobin: Afrikanska religioner i vasterlandska belysningar, En idéhistorisk bakgrund. Stockholm, 1979). Despite the well known great differences between African and non-African scholars of African systems of thought, and not the least differences between various European (or American) schools about the same topics (see by way of illustration some important books on this question, like B. I.  Sarevskaya: Starye i novye religii tropiceskoj i Juznoj Afriki. Moskva, 1964; – Forde, Daryll ed.: African Worlds. Studies in the Cosmological Ideas and Social Values of African Peoples. Oxford, 1954 – Introduction to African culture: general aspects. Paris, 1979 (UNESCO); – Paulin J. Hountondji: African Philosophy, Myth and Reality. Bloomington, 1983, original French edition Paris, 1976), one idea is common to all of the scholarly works about the topic, there are striking and coherent features in African systems of thought. Folklorists were aware of the fact, and there are early studies (local and comparative as well) devoted to the topic. Still it is the recent French school of African folklore research which has paid a deserved attention to the question. Gems in comparative folklore research like the three volumes edited by Geneviève Calame-Griaule: Le thème de l'arbre dans les contes africains (Paris, 1969–1970–1976); a collection of essays on Histoires d'enfants terribles (Afrique noire), (préface et confusion par Geneviève Calame-Griaule, 1980); Vivian Paques: L'arbre cosmique dans la pensée populaire et dans la vie quotitienne du Nord-ouest Africain (Paris, 1964); or the papers collected in two volumes by Denise Paulme: La mere dévarante (Paris, 1976), and La statue du commandeur (Paris 1984), as the latest ones, etc. clearly demonstrate that folklorists can draw important connections between everyday life, systems of thought and strictly folklore genres. As the proceedings of the June 1981 Oxford meeting between French and English anthropologists and folklorists show (Genres, Forms, Meanings. Essays in African Oral Literature, edited by Veronika Görög-Karady, Oxford, 1982) nowadays very minute folklore researches (like those about performance or texts) can be connected with the broad systematization of comparative folklore or of African social life.

It is an open field for further important studies of African traditional lore. As one can see from some fresh contributions to the comparative African social sciences (e.g. Explorations in African Systems of Thought, edited by Ivan Karp – Charles S. Bird, Bloomington, 1977, a starting volume of a new series “African Systems of Thought”) this kind of approach appeals to an ever wider group of African anthropologists and social scientists.

If we declare the possibility as one of and from the future, we could say too that the varioustopics of the second Budapest meeting try to serve this wide purpose. And in order to further this trend, we should always be aware of the fact, that African “philosophy” in a most correct sense of the European word is not a new phenomenon at all. It is a well known fact that between the years 1730 and 1740 Amo-Guinea-Afer or Amo-Guinea Africanus, a Ghanaian philosopher learned and worked in Europe (mostly in Halle, Wittenberg and Jena). Among his works, published in Latin, the most important one is Tractatus de arte sobrie et accurate philosophandi (1738). Modern political thinkers use more his short treatise Dissertatic de humanae mentis apatheia (1734). Despite some accusations, saying Wilhelm Amo was apart from African traditions, and was in fact a mocking example of rash Europeanization of African intellectuals, a closer reading of his works shows that he was very much concerned with the problem of cultural relativism, i.e. the possible distinction and connection between the general and particular in thinking (spiritus in genere – mens humana in specie) which, in his case could not be a thought without a reflection of his double, African and European, philosophical background.

The search for particular and general in African systems of thought is an at least 250 years old tradition in Europe. And i explicitly mentioned the names of the German universities where Amo was then active, because at the same time at all of them the Hungarian attendance was quite high. I hope it is not an exaggeration, to say that with our discussions from today on we are continuing a quarter of a thousand year old tradition, not far and not away from us.

(1984)

