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One ot the most'interestihg aspects of folk studies I
haveiencountered’is the urban belief tale, an example of-
‘which is the subject of this'paper, 'An urban belief tale is
a story whiéh’is told as ahhactual oécurance and is widely~
repeated and.believedt What.follows is m& recollection of
how ayparticulaf'uﬁban belief tate uas:told to me:

The'Sleepihg'Rooﬁhate

A frlend of mlne knows ‘this gtrl who goes to school at
Eatern Kentucky Unlver31ty, who almost got kllled ‘This is
how 1t happened she: went to a party one nlght and stayed
out real late. She didn' t come back to the dorm unt11 about
three or-four in the_mornlng, Her dorm 1s rlght on the edge
;of campus.;;ahyway when she gotjhome she didn't see ahyﬁllght
coﬁing from'undep the door,‘so-she_aSSumed that hef rooﬁmate
had.aiready>éone to bed and was asleep. N |
‘ ‘She-opehed_theddoor as quietly as she could . (she had had
quite ahbit~to drihk_so'tt[probably wasn't real qulet) and
'tiotoediihto the foom.lehe hoom was totally dark and'she
couldn't see a thlng. She whispered’hef roommate’s nahe and
got no response,_so she assumed she was asleep. Out of consid-
eration for her roommate she'decidedhhot to turn-oh the iight
and‘risk wakingiher;_j'
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- tShe tookfoff;herbclothésvandepulled‘onraiT#shirthindthe
dark, and elimbed into:her bed- lee I said, she”had_duite~
a bit to drlnk at the party she had been to , so she feil
right .to sleep. | - .

| Anyway the next.morning eame and the sun.was shining in
the window and thls glrl woke up. .When she turnedoner tol
‘see- 1f her roommate was up, all she saw was blood everywhere'
Her roommate lay there covered in bldod. with 'a big butcher
knlfe stlcklng out of her. She startedyto scream'and noticed
somethlng on the marror. She looked and writtenﬂin her room-=
‘mates blood’ on the mlrror was thas messace. :"Aren'tiyou-glad

that you d1dn t turn on the l1ght°" o

A varlatlon of. thls partlcular tale was flrst relayed to
'me three years ago durlng my freshman year at the University
of.Loulsyllle. Although the flrst version I heard dlffered in l
many details from the one.above which I—heard about three months
ago héfefgt Western; I 1mmed1ately recognlzed them as, belng the'u
-same.stdry; -ln the first version I heard, the settlng was
Wéétern Kentucky University and the:girls shared a house instead'
ot4a dormitory room, but details like these are variables which
easily-change to lend credibility to the taless  The fact that
both storles were so similar and yet heard three years apart
attests to the fact that they were probably’ not true. |

Along with thls tale theresare many others that are as com-

mon. Most of these storles tend to the'blzarre, supernatural
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and unnatural; These storles rely mainly upon word of mouth
for perpetuation but they are reported as truth quite fre-
quently-in newspapers,-magazlnes and ®he electronlc media.

| The‘reasons for the spread of such stories may be as
broad and varied as the tales are themselves. The people
that repeat these stor;es don A ‘realize that~the storles may
appealvto theéir: subcon301ous fears or desires.

The sleeplng roommate story, and many others, to . the best
of my knowledge are told only w1th young glrls as the subjects.'
»Thls may reveal feellngssof 1nsecur1ty and fear among wWomen. ff
Both’the-timesvlrheard theisleeping roommate story, 1t was told
by'a~youngiwoman. ThlS could be an 1ndlcatlon that storles of
Athis-nature are more w1dely belleved by young women because of
thelr own feellngs of 1nsecur1ty and fear.

| rFhese storles may also reflect a feellng in our 8001ety
thaL women should not ‘be out on the1r own, Women have long
been viewed as not belng able to care for themselves and these f
stories could be subcon501ous relnforcement of these very 1deas.
Of course, when someone tells thls story they don t say "Has ‘Ha ,
I knew a woman couldn't take care of herself" but ‘the 1mpll—
cation is there just the same."
| In addltlon to these preasons, people love to be scared
Somethlng w1th1n us loves the ex01tement of a scary story and
thls could prollferate these- types of urban bellef tales. -As
long as 1t happened to an aqualntence of an aqualntence we can.

'belleve 1t and be frlghtened by 1t.
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Urban belief tales about prepared and prepackaged foods'
are as prevalent as thoseuéf>the>sleeping rqemmate vein., The’
The widespread belief of the mouse in a coke bottle type of
stery is_a commentary about our uneasiness concerning foods
whieh wé don't prepare ourselves, »The fact that these types
ofustorieS'are SO widespread and easily believed candbe attri-
buted to many reasons., Of all the products produced today,
occa81onal breeches in quallty controbére inevitable. When
actual cases of this sort do occur, they are llkely to get medla
attentlon. So when”storles that aren't true surface, they seem
more credible because oftthe media exposure of actual cases.

| Another expauation‘forfthe widespread belief of the mouse
iulthe coke‘bottleftype of story is the fact'thatnmany of these
stories are accompanied with talee of Huge'sums ot money paid
to the victimized consumer by the manufacturer of the contami-
hated-products.LvTﬁis kind of "strike it pich" eidelight appeals
to everyone, Peoﬁleveujoy hearing that an average person has
'brdught;a giant corporation like Coca-Cobla to its knees. AThe
story'ot an underdog who cehes out oﬁ top has always been popular.

I feel that another reason people believe these stories so
.readily is that to some degree, we all havelan inborn‘paranoia;
a natural fear éf things which we don't know-about. ‘Upon hearé

1ng ‘contaminated food stories, we 1mmed1ate1y imagine the unsan-

itary condltlons of the;bottllng plant, fried ‘chicken restaurant
or-sdup cannery, even thdugh most of us have never seen the in-

- side of such places.
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Another type of popular urban belief tale are those that
involve the supernatunal. Stories thatdinvolve:haunted houses,
hitchhiking ghosts, and other supernatural phenomena_are as
widely told as other urban belief tales. These types of stories
are also passed on as having actually happened, These tales-
are'uidespread and they recur at various times.. .

I believe peopie are willing to believe this type of tale #~=
for several reasons. The'popularlty of the theme in modern
'culture can't be 1gnored Movies, telev1s1on shows and songs
have been produced u51ng these urban bellef tales as inspira-
tion. Although people may not belleve Halloween, just seelng
-_the movie may make people more receptlve to stories of the super-
natural.

A second reason may be because of peoples religious beliefs.
Many "mlracles“ and religious stories can be con51dered super-
natural, and theysare widely believed.

:The need for-eSCapism could behanother_reason for belief -
in'these taless People want to‘belive in something other than
thelr everyday ex1stence and common occurences. Spooky stories
of ghosts and haunted houses told as the truth prov1de this es-
capist dlyer51on. ' » |

"~ Although neasons for the spread ofAurban belief,tales may
never be pinpointed, analysis of the tale and circumstances
‘under which it is told can shed light on possible answers. Peo~>
ple‘need to rally tova oause, they.need to forget their own pro-
blems,_and they need to‘bezeneounaged. ‘As long as peopledhave__
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these needs they will believe tales that meet them,




