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Concepts of elitelore and folklore are developed here to advance theory about 
lore as it is reflected in the relationship between oral and written images. 1 
Although lore of the folk (or people) has been the subject of theoretical 
analysis, it has been little examined in relation to its interaction with the lore of 
the elite. 2 We argue here that written and spoken forms of lore exist among the 
elite as well as among the folk and that the interaction of these forms shapes 
beliefs of elites and masses in ways that hitherto have not been explicitly 
addressed by social science.  

This study was first presented to the Twelfth National Colloquium of the Oral History 
Association. Coronado. California, October 21. 1977; it has been revised for publication here with 
helpful criticism from Lyle C. Brown. Albert L. Michaels. Gerardo Reichel-Dolmatoff, and Ivan A. 
Schulman.  

1 For more on these concepts, see James W. Wilkie, Elitelore (Los Angeles: UCLA Latin 
American Center Publications. 1973). See also Maria Herrera-Sobek. The Bracero Experience: 
Elitelore versus Folklore (Los Angeles: UCLA Latin American Center Publications. 1979): and 
James W. Wilkie and Edna Monzón de Wilkie. "Dimensions of Elitelore: An Oral History 
Questionnaire," Journal of Latin American Lore 1:1 (1975).79-101.  

2 For an important statement on the science of folklore and literature, see Munro S. Edmonson. 
Lon (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston. 1971).  Advancing upon somewhat parallel lines to 
the work of James Wilkie. Edmonson relates patterns in lore of the the  
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people (which he finds in preliterature, speech, plays, and style) to lore of-implicitly-the "elite" 
(which he finds.. great comparative literature). For an innovative approach to lore as seen in 
superstition, see Eugen Weber, Peasants into Frenchmen: The Modernization of Rural France 
1870-1914 (Stanford: Stanford University Press. 1976). Weber uses lore (among other sources such 
as data on literacy, schools and schooling, military service, crime, taxation, elections, migration, 
road building, etc.) to show how the passing of traditional rites and popular culture gave rise to the 
modem French nation. According to Weber (p. 495): "From the Middle Ages to the seventeenth 
century, high and low cultures agreed on the fundamental interpretation of the world and of life. 
Literacy or illiteracy made little difference to people's understanding of the condition of man, his 
purpose and his means. Knowledge varied in degree but not in kind. In the seventeenth century 
things changed. Natural science and rationalism with its particular logic created a separate culture 
of the literate, while the illiterate clung to the old days. The relative cultural unity of Western 
society … as dissolved, and people henceforth lived in two different worlds of the mind. Coherent 
religious theories of life that had been accepted by most educated members of the community 
became, survivals-superstitions-no longer compatible with the scientific principles of the time. 
Correspondences and analogies that made sense in one system seemed childish and futile to the 
other. What had been common sense... as forsaken by those… ho pursued higher wisdom and 
became the province of those who regulated their existence by the seasons and the stars. Deprived 
of the support of elite thought, popular belief broke into a thousand subsystems unintegrated into a 
comprehensive view of the world. Popular wisdom was bitsy-a collection of recipes, ceremonies, 
rituals-and popular religion was little more. Yet both were crucial, providing believers with things 
people badly need: explanations, a sense of control, reassurance, a framework for individual and 
social activities. From the cultivated point of view, popular culture was a morass of deprivation and 
ignorance. So was it from the point of view of its own most gifted spirits, those who yearned in vain 
for truths this culture could not teach them. Much popular magic and religion-and some rejection of 
both-reflected a persistent quest for just such truths... When, after about 1800, the gap began to 
narrow, it was thanks in large part to the rural world's increasing intercourse with the urban world. 
But material circumstances were crucial: increasingly effective control of the environment opened 
the door to urban views suggested by like experience. The more sophisticated people of the city 
believed, and in time demonstrated to the satisfaction of more and more peasants, that the world 
could be explained without evoking magic or supernatural intervention. The rural convert to 
rationalism could throwaway his ragbag of traditional contrivances, dodges in an unequal battle just 
to stay alive, with the heady conviction that, far from being a helpless witness of natural processes, 
he was himself an agent of change." 

3 See García Márquez's Cien Años de Soledad (Buenos Aires: Editorial Sudamericana, 1967). 
translated in English as One Hundred of Solitude. by Gregory Rabassa (New York: Avon Books. 
1971 l: and Alicia Reichel-Dolmatoff and Gerardo Reichel-Doimatoff. The People of Aritama: The 
Cultural Personality of a Colombia" Mestizo Village (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul. 1961). 

Analysis in Part I concerns the theory of the relationship between elitelore 
and folklore. Part II involves the application of theory in a case study that 
examines meaning in Gabriel García Márquez's novel about village life in 
"Macondo." The anthropological study of village life in "Aritama" by Gerardo 
and Alicia, Reichel-Dolmatoff is used here to test Garda Márquez's view. 3 
Macondo and Aritama are pseudonyms for two  
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villages in the same area of northeastern Colombia. 4 The case study also shows
that the literature and oral history of García Márquez can be tested against each
other. 5 The reader should note that because the case study presented in Part II
comprises only one aspect of theory offered in Part I. some of the discussion in
the latter does not apply specifically to the former.  
   In treating the interplay of written and oral images as involving the "lore" of 
the elite as well as the nonelite in society, it should be noted at the outset that 
the elite may be hostile to the concept of elitelore. The idea of elitelore suggests 
that leaders do not espouse truth (as they have generally thought); instead,
leaders have their own lore (a lore not directly shared by the folk) that can be 
examined for self-myth, customs, accumulated "wisdom." Legend, and 
tradition which influence self-perception of past, present, and future-in short,
lore that elites previously believed to exist only among popular sectors of 
society.  

I. Theory  

Definitions  
Lore is defined as noninstitutionalized knowledge (seen in elitelore (found in

conceptual and perceptual information and views manipulated by unique
individuals to justify leadership wherein they retain or change the life situation
of their followers) and folklore (found in its traditional or popular sense,
especially to explain one's situation in life).  

Elitelore involves the .following elements which mayor may not coexist with 
each other: first, self-perception and self-deception to justify the role of 
leadership; second, incomplete information Systems based upon  

4 Although Aritama and Macondo are not precisely the same place nor are they depicted at the 
same time, and although the Reichel-Dolmaloffs could not have set out to test ideas in García 
Márquez's book which had not yet been written, the two villages are close enough for comparison. 
What is important is that anthropological and novelistic views were selected by their authors to 
show life in an isolated village in the same area in Colombia's northeast region. Both villages lie 
under the Santa Marta mountain mass: Macondo borders the woods, fields, pastures, and 
marshlands of the Ciénega de Santa Marta Lagoon on one side of the 19,000-foot peaks and 
Aritama lies in a narrow, hidden valley fanned by a small affluent of one of the larger rivers whose 
headwaters are on another side of the mountains. Despite some difference in altitude and 
occupation between the villages under discussion here, we have been told by Gerardo 
Reichet-Dolmatoff that the people of Macondo and Aritama are essentially the same, regional 
similarities tending to overcome local peculiarities.  

5 Until recent years some of the scholarly elite rejected the idea that oral history could be
classified as "history" because history could only involve written records. For an early attempt to
overcome such a narrow view, see discussion in Caroline F. Ware. Ed., The Cultural Approach to
History (New York: Columbia University Press. 1940). 
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self- serving or selective knowledge; third, ego-protection in order that activity is 
not obstructed by self-doubt or the realization that selfish and altruistic goals may
alternate as well as coincide; fourth, construction of public myth that will live 
beyond the aspirations attainable in the course of man's short life-span; and fifth,
the subservience of material power to political and intellectual power, especially at
the national level. If politicians may stress more selfish motives, literary elites may 
stress more altruistic motives.  
   Psychohistory should not be confused with elitelore. The latter is consciously or
half-consciously constructed as part of a life history framework replete with 
contradictions, incompatible ideas never posited against each other, and a tendency 
to see "errors" in terms of "learning experiences,” Psychohistory, in contrast,
concerns unconscious patterns not readily visible to the protagonist. Although 
elitelore can be used to develop psychohistorical explanations, that is not our 
purpose. Rather, we are interested in analyzing the way in which leaders think
about known components involved in convincing people to follow them (especially 
if a politician) or to espouse a "just cause" (especially if an intellectual) and we are 
interested in using such analysis to help explain how and why history takes the
course it does. 6 A major tenet of elitelore is the idea that leaders do not so much feel
that they do not understand themselves as that they feel misunderstood because they
seldom have the chance to be heard out completely. Thus participation in oral
history programs does not pose any overt threat to leaders, owing to their general 
belief that they can convert their interviewers (and later the audiences) to "see the
light" by the simple expedient of giving their complete view never before told with
all its subtleties and ramifications.  
Elitelore can be contrasted with ideology in different ways. Whereas ideology 
concerns systematic thought about the organization of society, elitelore concerns 
relatively unsystematic thought about the role of self related to society. Whereas 
ideology is generally couched in rational  

   6 Hegel's comments on psychology and history are quite insightful: "The pragmatic historian fancies 
himself justified and even obliged to trace the supposed secret motives that lie behind the open facts of 
the record. . . . To make these pragmatical researches in history easier, it is usual to recommend the study 
of psychology, which is supposed to make us acquainted with the real motives of human actions.... A 
pragmatical psychology ought at least to leave the historian, who investigates the motives at the ground 
of great actions, a choice between the 'substantial' interests of patriotism, justice, religious truth and the 
like, on the one hand, and the subjective and 'formal' interests of vanity, ambition, avarice and the like, 
on the other.... If the heroes of history had been actuated by subjective and formal interests alone, they 
would never have accomplished what they haft." Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel. Logic: Being Part 
One of the Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Science [1830], trans. W. Wallace (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press. 1975). p.140 
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terms, it is rooted in the elitelore of the authors. If ideology involves conscious
choice of myth and symbol to represent the "true path," elitelore, for example,
involves the conscious and half-conscious emulation t of traits that show strength 
of leadership, including appropriate tone of voice, mannerisms, style of dress, and 
so on. Although ideology has I been equated with world view, such a relationship
is misleading because world view generally represents a relatively fixed set of 
wide-ranging orientations to life developed passively at an early age. 7 Thus world 
view is a concept complementary to folklore rather than elitelore.  
   Folklore, contrasted with elitetore, embodies the following elements:
self-perception and self-deception about role in events and forces explain the 
"predicament of life"; tradition and custom justify the lot of the people, especially 
in relation to the actions of leaders who, for example, tax the masses and send them 
to war for causes: possibilities for self development in the course of one's life seem 
to be prescribed by certain boundaries and limits: the "fruits of life" are seen to be
preceded by suffering and often must be postponed indefinitely, perhaps even until 
the "next life"; accumulated rules give "stability" and "meaning" to lives that might
otherwise seem pointless: life is preoccupied with earning a living and satisfying
physical needs, for example, food and sex (and often. drink) dominate the lives of 
the poor; questioning of the accepted order and of leaders is limited.  
   To go beyond the idea that the leader leads and the follower follows at all levels 
of society, we can say that the leader makes up and changes the rules for the 
follower who plays the, game of life. The leader says, "it is necessary because that 
is policy." The populace rarely responds, "then let us change the policy." Leaders 
who speak in the name of the masses to make a "revolution" (complete change of 
rules) generally are disappointed to find that the masses are comfortable with 
"tradition" (the old rules) because relearning is unnecessary and new rules may 
leave them with less than they had under the old rules. 8  

   7 Note that Weltanschauung (philosophy of life) represents a passive mode in English but an active 
one in German. 
   8 One exception to this statement concerns the role of new university-educated groups from the 
lower and middle classes, who learned at the end of the 1960s that if university degree requirements 
and grading standards could easily be changed, so then might the rules of the society, be it in 
Mexico, France, Japan, or the United States. Thus many old rules have been challenged in the United 
States in the 1970s while at the same time new rules may be difficult to formulate because the 
number of voices to be heard and reconciled apparently overwhelms existing problem-solving 
systems. Yet "power to the people" has meant also that an expanded old elite is necessary to manage 
conflict and consensus in order to arrive at new policies wherein regulation of society becomes ever· 
more bureaucratic: Consequently, the United States seems well on its way to adopting the kind of 
Latin American legal codes wherein every meaning and detail of the law is spelled  
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Levels of Lore  

The terms "elitelore" and "folklore" may both be used in several ways, 
depending upon context:  

1. to mean the field of inquiry: 
2. to mean the method, especially pertaining to oral history:  
3. to suggest a biographical aspect of inquiry:  
4. to suggest vertical linkage within each lore:  

a. in terms of generalized and particularized analysis,  
b. in terms of elites at all levels of society on a continuum from national

to local levels, and  
c. in terms of genres derived from elitelore and folklore:  

5. to suggest interplay between elitelore and folklore.  

With regard to the first three items, we may say, for example, that elitelore 
involves (1) examining the lore of the elite through (2) elitelore research (such 
as interviewing) about (3) life histories. Furthermore, extended elitelore 
analysis makes use of written materials and topical (in contrast to biographical) 
investigation. The same process is true of folklore.  

In terms of vertical linkage, (4a) generalization from cases of individual 
elitelore and individual folklore (or popularlore) 9 yields typologies found in 
collective elitelore and collective folklore, respectively, as shown in Table 1, 
each involving, in turn, such approaches as aggregate analysis of individual 
psychological tests or composite biography. 10 Moreover, (4b) we see elites 
among all groups, for example, political elites such as presidents at the national 
level, economic elites such as labor leaders at the local level, religious elites 
such as priest-shamans at the Indian tribal level; 11 (4c) we see the genres 
through which elitelore and folklore are originated in Table 2: only the oral and 
written genres are discussed below in detailed case studies.  

With regard to interplay of lores, (5) leaders may incorporate the lore of the 
people into their own lore in order to develop the folksy qualities needed to win 
followers. Too, they may unknowingly create  

out in greater length than any sensible person would have thought possible. Irony is found in the
face that the law which sees out to save the people becomes so complicated that it is meaningless
except to those who can afford its necessary interpreters- a lawyer elite. 
   9 See Wilkie. Elitelore. Appendix A. entitled "The Extended Study of Elitelore."  
   10 Because of the various usages of the term "elitelore," if is often necessary to qualify its
meaning, for example, as being biographical in nature.  
   11 Thus the fields of elitelore and folklore both include the subfield of Indianlore. See the article 
by Johannes Wilbert on Indian elitelore. "The Metaphoric Snare: The Analysis of a Warao 
Folktale," Journal of Latin American Lore 1:1 (1975). 7-17. 
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Table 1 
Levels of Lore According to Origin 

LEVEL OF ANALYSIS  FOLKLORE  ELITELORE 

Generalized  Collective folklore  Collective eliteloreb 

Particularized  Individual folklorea  Individual elitelore 

a In Wilkie and Monzón de Wilkie. “Dimensions of Elitelore.” Table 1, the term used is 
“popularlore.” 
b In bid.. the term used is “Leaderlore.” 
 

Table 2 
Genres Originated in Elitelore and Folklore 

ELITELORE  FOLKLORE 

Literature 
Cinemaa 
Behavioral mannerisms (including carriage, 
apparence, dress., Etc.) 

Oral history (including tales, sayings, gossip, 
etc.) 
Ballads and songs 
Ceremonies, rituals and games 
Behavioral mannerisms. 

lore to be consumed by the people or reinterpret folklore for explicit or implicit 
purposes of control. 12 And as leaders selectively assimilate folklore to 
communicate with each other about mass needs and desires, they may distort 
the lore, with the new version itself becoming gradually accepted by the 
people, who have no way at hand at articulate effectively their views.  

a Although, for example, cinemalore is originated by cultural elites, it also interacts with and 

influences folklore in general and other types of elitelore: see Daniel I. Geffner and James W. 

Wilkie. "Cinematore: State of Siege as a Case Study." Journal of Latin American Lore 2:2 (1976),

221-238.  
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12 For analysis of unknowing creation of lore through misunderstanding of language by scholars 
from one culture .who attempt to study another one, see Américo Paredes. "On Ethnographic Work 
among Minority Groups:” New Scholar 6 (I977), I-32.  In this otherwise insightful article, Paredes 
argues that "truth" is simple: for example, if a son's image of a stern and domineering father is 
tested to find the reality of a warm and affectionate one, then the latter obviates the "truth" of the 
former: Paredes apparently does not realize that the image may be just as important as the reality. 
For examination of reinterpretation of lore to achieve social control, see Christa Kamenetsky. 
"Folktale and Ideology in the Third Reich:' Journal of American Folklore 90 (I 977). 168-178. 
Kamenetsky.  
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Several correlative statements are necessary to help the reader avoid some basic 
misunderstandings:  

1. Some "leftists" have criticized the theory of elitelore without having read 
it because they "oppose elitism"!  

2. Some critics of the elitelore theory, who evidently have not read the 
theoretical postulates clearly, have argued that there is less need to study 
the elite than to study the forgotten masses, including leaders at the local 
level (whom we also consider to be elite).  

3. Some readers have not fully realized that we need to distinguish between 
(a) aggregate analysis (in collective elitelore and collective folklore) and 
(b) the importance of individual cases (in individual elitelore and 
individual folklore) previously thought to involve only "idiosyncratic 
ramble"; and that we need to distinguish between (;) lore of the elite held 
only by elites and (;;) lore of the folk held by both elites and followers.  

4. Some readers have not well understood that folklore is not only found in 
rural and urban areas (contrary to Robert Redfield's influential notion 
that the "folk" and thus folklore are found only in rural areas) but that 
elitelore, too, is an urban, as well as a rural, phenomenon.  

Needless to say, the first point is absurd: even if elitelore theory dealt only with 
elites, one would think that rather than disregarding it at the outset, any serious
ideologist would try to understand the nature of his adversary in order to gain
an advantage. Perhaps, too, the notion that the forgotten masses are more in 
need of study than leaders are stems from the Marxist idea that the masses in
history are more important than the so-called leaders who, thrust forward and 
pressured by social movements, only appear to lead. Or some students of the 
masses would argue that the story of leaders has been overdone, at the expense
of the people for whom the leaders act. Nevertheless, even a cursory survey
shows that the major part of the contemporary literature deals with the oral 
accounts of the common man, often recorded by anthropologists.  

writes: "Ironically, the new folktale interpretation (by the Third Reich] achieved the very opposite of 
what it officially set out to do. While transforming the folktale into a stale product of Socialist Realism, 
it served it from its genuine connection with the living folk tradition, thus stifling its growth and cream, 
development. Finally, the folktale was no longer a true reflection of the common-peasant folk, but only 
a medium for the Nazi ideology, and a mouthpiece of racial propaganda." See also W. E. Simeone, 
"Fascists and Folklorists in Italy." Journal of America" Folklore 91 (1978).545-557.  
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