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1) Introduction to Children's Songs-Chants-Dances-Games

a) Children's Play

Anything can be done in a playful manner, as play is a "communication style" (Beresin 1993, p. 252), "an orientation, a mode of experience" (Garvey 28), a frame of mind and attitude.  Scholars of play posit that three conditions an activity must satisfy to be considered play are 1) it occurs in a certain place, 2) it occurs during a certain time, 3) and it is done for its own sake, that is, for fun (Huizinga).  Nonetheless, play may serve as a model of the past, and a model for the future.  Two types of play are games (which is rule-centric, and competitive) and art (which is process-, aesthetics-, and feeling-centric, and is collaborative).  Johan Huizinga’s Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-element in Culture (1949) was a milestone in the study of play, greatly increasing the awareness of it.  This was followed up in 1974, by the establishment of the Association for the Study of Play.
  The study of children’s play was brought into modern anthropology by Helen Schwartzman’s Transformations: the Anthropology of Children's Play (1978).
Many theories have been put forth regarding the purposes and functions of play.  These include the ideas that play is a way to release excess energy, to escape pressures, to develop self, identity, and imagination, and to assert power.  Play sometimes provides an opportunity to pick apart received structures, and to reframe, reformulate, and reorganize the material into new categories and combinations.  Children’s play may involves practicing or experimenting with linguistic and cultural routines.   Play provides an opportunity to work through feelings about what one been presented to one, and about how it has been presented. Children may play to discover and express their hidden thoughts and feelings.  In play, a child can transport learned material into the realm of her imagination, where she can be free and able to re-shape and re-express it.  Here she can digest the material, and make it her own.  In play, a child may be able to escape adult rules; assert control over (imaginary) situations; and establish that other ways of doing things are possible.  Play can provide an opportunity to create and experiment with some of those ways.  Children may play to discover and express their hidden thoughts and feelings.  In the course of play, a child may transgress societal rules without, or with less of, the normal danger of punishment.

In play, children bond, and so create collective, shared realities.  Play can assist in the development of coordination (mind-body, eye-hand, etc.); but children also play sometimes to make themselves dizzy.  Children play to experiment with applying general patterns to new circumstances, and play provides an opportunity to experience situations from numerous points of view.  Children play for the aesthetic pleasure of making rhythm, rhyme, and other forms of repetition and pattern; and of making openings and endings, which give form and closure to experience.  After playing, a child can return to society's rules, and perhaps create compromises between the self's (and the group's) ways, and the larger society's ways, or add to society's ways. 

Some of play’s many possible functions are not constructive, from some authority figures’ points of view.  For example: play can provide opportunities to ignore or transgress the normal rules of behavior.  Some children sometimes play by spinning around and making themselves dizzy.  In play, one can disorient, or other-orient, oneself.  In verbal play the rules of phonetics (sounds), semantics (words), and syntax (sentence formation) are sometimes reversed, ignored, modified (to form a play language), or overgeneralized or otherwise applied purposefully incorrectly.  Thus, play can serve to subvert the public culture system and/or one’s perception and performance of it.

On the whole however, most scholars of children’s play posit that the playing of these activities is inextricably related to the players’ intellectual and physical development and progress.  For example, Brian Sutton-Smith's theory of children's play as "adaptive potentiation” claims that a primary function of play is to give the child practice in mental flexibility (Sutton-Smith 1998).  In other words, play can get the child in the habit of breaking habits, which can lead to progress in the individual and in the species.  However, some play necessitates doing exactly the same thing over and over again.  Moreover it is very difficult to prove any play-causes-progress hypothesis, and one should never take such a thing for granted.  For one aspect of play is that rejects or is oblivious to any “serious” goal, or any goal whatsoever. 

b) Children's Songs-chants-dances-games 

Fields within which children’s songs-chants-dances-games may be studied include Anthropology of Play (Schwartzman), Ethnography of Speaking, Sociolinguistics, Sociokinetics (the study of ways of moving in different societies), and Ethno-Musicology.

This dissertation uses the hyphenated term, “songs-chants-dances-games,” because some of the activities involve singing and some involve chanting (chanting, a single note, or a small number of notes are repeated again and again); some involve dance (or perhaps, artistic movement); and there are game aspects (such as competition) to some of the activities.  And yet, I am asserting that these activities none-the-less constitute a reasonably clear and bounded genre. 

Playing songs-chants-dances-games helps children develop mind-body coordination (Jones and Hawes).  These play activities also provide children opportunities to experience many of the social roles and life-cycle events that constitute life in the community: play can be a model of the past, and a model for the future. songs-chants-dances-games often contain historical and cultural references, many of them very ancient and obscure.  They may also contain a healthy dose of nonsense, some of it memorized.  In children’s songs-chants-dances-games, there is often a statement and response, or a question and response. These interactional routines present possible options for thought, expression, behavior, work-roles, and relationships in the community (Opie).  Also, the opportunity to improvise new words to express the feelings and thoughts of the moment are often built into the activity.

The history of scholarship regarding children’s songs-chants-dances-games began in earnest in 1883, with the publication of William Newell’s Games and Songs of American Children.  A literary scholar, Newell (1839-1907) was a leader of the ten men (five anthropologists, and five literary scholars) who founded the American Folklore Society in 1888.  He edited the first thirteen volumes of the Association’s journal, the Journal of American Folklore, from 1888 to 1900.  The son of a minister, he graduated from Harvard Divinity School in 1863.  He was said to have wide-ranging interests as a scholar, and to have been able to read many languages.  He founded a school in New York City around 1870, which he ran through the mid-1880s.  It was largely through students of this school that Newell became aware of children’s play activities, although it seems that most of his collecting was done from adults who recollected and wrote down the words of their childhood activities, often sending their contributions to him by mail.

Newell was very interested in how folklore developed through time, and how it traveled, especially from the Old World of Europe to the New World of the USA.  He was aware that multiple variants of activities existed.  Perhaps influenced by class prejudices of the time, he theorized that folklore tended to be transmitted “downward,” from more refined and “advanced” cultures to “simpler” ones, degenerating linguistically in the process.  Newell feared that children’s folklore was disappearing quickly, and thus that there was urgent need to document it. 

Newell’s work was soon joined by the collection published by Alice Gomme on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, The Traditional Games of England, Scotland, and Ireland, with Tunes, Singing-rhymes, and Methods of Playing According to the Variants Extant and Recorded in Different Parts of the Kingdom (2 volumes, 1894 and 1898).  Alice Gomme, a founding member of England’s Folk-Lore Society (in 1878), was the first scholar to identify children's “singing- games,” as she called them, as a separate genre of folklore.  She organized a group of children from the English countryside to come to London to demonstrate singing-games at the first International Folk-Lore Congress, in October 1891 (Boyes).  Her primary approach to children’s singing-games was “survivalist” -- she was interested in how fragments of rituals and other aspects of “primitive” customs and beliefs might have survived in the children’s singing-games of her day.

From the late 1800s until the 1960s, almost all subsequent studies of children’s folklore were of English language activities found in England and the USA.  One exception was the work of Dorothy Howard, a USA scholar, who conducted research in Australia (with European-Australian children only) in the mid-1950s.  Her subsequent writings proved to be very important to the field.  She was known for her approach of visiting with children, and collecting the material directly from them.  As Brian Sutton-Smith writes, 

It was a remarkable idea to take play and game records directly from  children while they were in the playground...  The greatest of all modern British children’s folklore scholars, Iona and Peter Opie, were still relying to a considerable degree on the kind of reporting that Lady Gomme did when they produced their first three books on children’s playground lore: The Lore and Language of School Children (1959), Children’s Games in Street and Playground (1969), and The Singing Game (1985).  It is not until the 1993 publication of Iona Opie’s notes and commentary on life in the playground, The People in the Playground, that the source of information is almost entirely children.  (Sutton-Smith 2005)    

Dorothy Howard was also a pioneer in regard to her awareness of the extra-verbal aspects of the children’s play activities:

In the beginning, my attention had been concentrated on verbal aspects of children’s play.  But as I spent more and more time in the playground, I became more and more aware that children’s voices accompanied other body movements, and that children moved in group patterns.  (Howard, as cited in Factor 2005, p. 5)

Dorothy Howard inspired the Opies, Brian Sutton-Smith (New Zealand) and June Factor (Australia), and many others.  Roger Abrahams led the way in collecting and writing about children’s songs-chants-dances-games in the wave of USA Folklore scholarship in the early sixties that would come to be known as the performance-centered approach to folklore (1962, 1963a, 1963b, 1966).

In the years that have followed, such scholarship has been carried out throughout the world, in such cultures as South Africa (Blacking 1967), Finland (Virtanen 1978), Afghanistan (Van Oudenhoven 1979), Thailand (Anderson 1973; Phoasavadi and Campbell 2003), Korea (Kim 1998), Australia (Marsh 1997), the Caribbean (Lomax and Hawes 1997), and the Virgin Islands (Ellis 1990), to name just a few.

In the USA, the focus has been on the songs-chants-dances-games of African-American girls,and how they use such activities to construct their identities (Brady 1975; Gaunt 1997; Harwood 1998; Hughes 1993; Merrill-Mirsky 1988; Riddell 1990).  Anna Beresin’s work has stressed the physicality of children’s play (and thus the need to document it on video), and children’s need for free time and space to develop their own ways of playing (1993).
Patricia Campbell has lead in the study of children’s songs, and in praising and promoting such activities (1991).  A review of the field in 2002 demonstrated that Ethnomusicology has become the most popular discipline for the study of children’s songs-chants-dances-games (Minks).

In 1979, the American Folklore Society established a Children’s Folklore Section, thus cementing the academic respectability of the study of children’s folklore.  The Section produces the bi-annual journal, Children’s Folklore Review, and in 1995, members of this cohort published Children’s Folklore: A Source Book.

As time has progressed, the study of children’s songs-chants-dances-games, like the study of folklore in general, has matured in various ways.  Advances have included:  

1)  Realizing that these activities are not fossilized relics, but rather that they are constantly evolving, and incorporating new elements.  

2)  Collecting material directly from the performers, often in the course of performance -- rather than from adults who might write down the words and mail them to the collector.  

3)  This collecting from performers -- and attention to, and analysis of, extra-verbal elements of the activities -- has been facilitated by the growing availability of portable audio recording equipment (widely available since the 60s), and portable video recording equipment (widely available since the 80s).

4)  Discussing the material with the performers, so as to learn their interpretations and other points of view regarding the material.  

It was not until the 1960s that scholars of children’s songs-chants-dances-games generally began to take seriously the importance of getting the precise words spoken by the performers (rather than what the scholar might have felt the performer should ideally have said); and of considering the aesthetic level of the activities beyond just the meanings of the words, such as body movements.  As mentioned, it was in part the growing availability of audio and video recording devices that prompted and enabled this raising of consciousness.

These advances together have helped to present a more human, rounded, contextualized picture of folk arts and the people who perform them.  They have helped to convey that the performers are fluid human individuals with intellectual interiors, and not just exotic others, not just objects performing fossilized objects.  This evolution, beginning with the presentation and analysis of the printed word (as controlled by the scholar), towards considering the physicality and social context of the performer, is culminating in the use of videoconferencing (and video recordings of videoconferences) for sharing and considering the  material under study.

It is ironic that just as scholars are becoming mentally and technologically equipped to really do justice to the traditional activities that they wish to study, the performance of those activities is, generally-speaking, being abandoned.

In play activities, physical location in relation to others and to landmarks can indicate being in and safe, as opposed to being out, out of bounds, or out of the game altogether.  Here feelings around inclusion and exclusion are experienced and explored, as children learn what is in and what is out, both in the particular game and in the society in general.  Some of these activities involve competition.  All involve alternation, cooperation, collaboration on the parts of the players.

 

At certain times in verbal play -- when participants agree that they are entering such a phase -- words can be improvised and rules are flexible.  Indeed, in play it is always possible to negotiate and change rules in mid-stream.  Games can end in horseplay, and chaos may rule well before the game ends.  In accumulation songs, for example, the tempo may accelerate and become increasingly intense as the game proceeds.  Such games may -- and in some cases, are meant to -- culminate in frenzy and laughter. 

2) Introduction to South Indian Children's Songs-chants-dances-games

Here I will give a brief overview of Folklore scholarship -- in India, and especially in south India -- of verbal arts in general, and then of children’s songs-chants-dances-games in particularr.

a) Scholarship about Verbal Arts in India, and especially in South India

The folktale is a leading genre that has been studied in the discipline of Folklore.  One of the first published collections of folktales was by the Grimm brothers of Germany: Children's and Household Tales (1812).  In India, one of the first publications of folktales was, Old Deccan Days, or Hindoo Fairy Legends (1868).  This was composed of stories written down by Mary Frere, daughter of the British governor of Bombay at the time.  The stories had been told to her by her servant, Anna Liberata de Souza.  

Oral epics are another genre that have been given a good deal of literary attention in India.  An epic is usually defined as a long story of a historical and perhaps legendary nature, which is performed with stylized forms of speech, perhaps including chanting, with the primary speaker at times accompanied by musical instruments and additional performers.  Oral epics in India (1989) contained a fine collection of, and commentaries about, such stories.

For many years, much of written presentation of verbal arts in India involved not only translation (from a local language into English), but also paraphrasing and extensive editing of what performers actually said.  Until very recently, presenting a performer’s exact words and sentences, and identifying a performer by name and place, were not recognized as useful things to do. 

Kiran Narayan’s and Urmila Devi Sood’s Mondays on the Dark Side of the Moon: Himalayan Foothill Folktales (1997) broke out of this mold -- this book being co-authored by the scholar and the community resource person.  Another work which involved careful and respectful representation of the original text and the performer was Lauri Honko’s The Siri Epic, as Performed by Gopala Naika (1998)
Folk-songs of Southern India (1871) was one of the earliest published collections of south Indian folksongs.  

The Todas and Kotas are two of the numerous tribal groups which live in the Nilgiri mountains, on Tamil Nadu’s western border.  W. H. R. Rivers was one of the first anthropologists to work in India, publishing a book about the Todas (1906).  S. Sakthivel followed this work up with studies of Toda language (1976, 1977).  Murray Emeneau published books of Kota stories (1944-46); and Toda songs (1971) and language (1974, 1984).  Richard Wolf wrote about Kota music and rituals (1997). 

K. Kailasapathy, in his Tamil Heroic Poetry (1968), applied Parry-Lord’s theory of oral-formulaic method of composition to ancient literary Tamil poetry and epic.  The highly formulaic nature of this literature indeed suggests that it may have been derived from oral poetry and epic.  N. Vanamamalai (1969, 1981, 1990) published a journal and numerous books centering on living Tamil folk verbal arts, and how the sufferings and yearnings of the poor were expressed through these mediums.

Brenda Beck’s The Three Twins: The Telling of a South Indian Folk Epic (1982) marked the appearance of the new attention to actual spoken words of performers.  In works such as this, transcriptions -- Tamil represented phonetically in the Roman alphabet -- and translations of oral performances were presented, accompanied by the authors’ commentaries.

A leading figure in this movement was Stuart Blackburn.  During a remarkable stretch, he published books on three very different Tamil verbal arts traditions: Villupattu (Bow Songs) (1988); shadow puppetry (1996); and rajah-rani stories (also known as grandmother stories) 2002.  Originally trained as a folklorist by Alan Dundes at the University of California, Berkeley, and thus a member of the second generation of the USA Folklorists who came to maturity and prominence in the 1960s, Blackburn was one of the leaders of the group of USA scholars, which also included Alan Jabbour and Dan Ben-Amos, who brought the performance-centered approach to folklore to India.  Blackburn eventually settled in London, and is on faculty at the School of Oriental and African Studies at the University of London.  

This USA to India influence occurred in the 1980s and 1990s, largely through travel, conferences, and workshops (in audio and video documentation, among other subjects) sponsored by the Ford Foundation.  This foundation also funded Folklore Depts. and Centers at a number in institutions of higher education in south India during this period -- most notably at Madurai Kamaraj University, and at St. Xavier’s College, at Palayamkottai, near Tirunelvelli.  The Ford Foundation has to a large degree shifted its focus to other discipline and places, but its sustained support for Folklore Studies in south India during these years has had a deep and lasting effect. 

David Shulman published a wonderful collection of Tamil temple myths, with an equally fascinating analysis (1980).  George Hart published a book of translations of ancient Tamil poems (1979).  Stuart Blackburn and A.K. Ramanujan were editors of Another Harmony: New Essays on the Folklore of India (1986): one reason the essays in this book were so refreshing is that most of them linked legendary artistic practices of the olden days, with folk arts practices of the present. 

Regarding scholarship on Tamil living verbal arts traditions:

Margaret Trawick was one of the first to write about Oppari, the lament singing of Tamil women (1986, 90).  Paul Greene followed up on that, adding consideration of male Oppari singers, and ways in which the Oppari repertoire may overlap with cinema songs (1999).  Transgender people in Tamil Nadu also have a ritual lament tradition (Babu 2007).  Saraswathi Venugopal has compared and contrasted lullabies and laments (1996).  Kalpana Ram has written about how elements of lament songs appear in some women’s visions of their life stories (2007).  All of this work -- plus the fact that Oppari is still practiced in Tamil Nadu, has helped to make Tamil Nadu one of the leading sites in the world for lament studies. 

Richard Frasca discovered that Terukkuttu, a traditional folk street theater, was still being performed in much of Tamil Nadu (1990). Alf Hiltebeitel has analyzed the genre’s stories in depth (1988, 1999).  Hanne de Bruin calls this genre Kattaikkuttu (1999), and she has helped to found a school for teaching it in Kanchipuram, a short distance south of Chennai.
  Sarah Diamond has written about Karagattam, a Tamil dance ritual form that also involves singing and dialogue (1999).  Susan Seizer has written about Special Drama, a form of theatre with characters, storylines, and performance conventions are so well-known, so that performers do not need to rehearse together (1997).

Isabelle Nabakov has written about sami practices, known in English as, “becoming possessed” (2000).  Varieties of this practice, which can also be called shamanism, remains the very common living basis of folk religion throughout much of the world, especially Africa and Asia.  Verbal arts are involved in the sami process both in calling the divine figure into oneself, often by praising him or her, and telling his or her story; and also when the divine figure is speaking through one.

b) Scholarship about Children’s Songs-chants-dances-games in India, and Especially in South India

Although there has been some consideration of children’s songs-chants-dances-games in India -- including among tribal peoples (Narayan 1995), and in urban environments (Oke, Khattar, Pant, and Saraswathi, 1999) -- most of the folklore verbal arts scholarship here has been done in relation to the adult genres surveyed above.  Reasons for this may include that these other genres are more verbal-oriented and less physical-oriented -- and many to Indian (and other) scholars might have been more attracted to the more developed, complex, and refined adult verbal arts.  India is a very status-conscious culture, and children’s play is not a very high-status activity, to do, or to study.  Most of the attention that has been paid to children’s play in India has been in the fields of education (Muralidharan, Khosla, Mian, and Kaur, 1981), and developmental psychology (Roopnarine, Talukder, Jain, Josh, and Srivastav, 1990; Roopnarine, Hossain, Gill, and Brophy, 1994). 

In her dissertation on mother-child talk among Tamil people (in Tamil Nadu and Malaysia), Susan Williamson has discussed a game called kuttu-kuttu-taambaLam (1979, p. 165).  The game requires children sitting in a circle to answer certain questions.  The questions are chanted, and the chants are accompanied by the pounding of fists on the ground.  Peter Claus wrote about Cenne, a traditional boardgame that was played in a Tamil epic.

There have been a number of dissertations about children’s songs-chants-dances-games in Tamil Nadu, but I am sorry to say that it was beyond the parameters of this dissertation’s research process to go to the university libraries involved, find the dissertations, and have them translated into English -- for while I can read and write the Tamil alphabet, my vocabulary and grammatical knowledge is not sufficient for me to read scholarly works written in Tamil.  

c) South Indian Children's Songs-chants-dances-games

Two aspects of south Indian culture are the gregariousness of the people, and the concern for being a member of the group.  It would be expected that these cultural factors might appear in the culture’s children's songs-chants-dances-games, and indeed they do.
� http://www.csuchico.edu/kine/tasp .


� http://www.kattaikkuttu.org .
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