
Urban Legends  
 

Legends  spread f rom person to  person  

U r b a n  l e g e n d s  a r e  a  t y p e  o f  f o l k l o r e ,  d e f i n e d  a s  t h e  h a n d e d - d o w n  b e l i e f s ,  

s t o r i e s ,  s o n g s ,  a n d  c u s t o m s  o f  o r d i n a r y  p e o p l e  ( " t h e  f o l k " ) .  O n e  w a y  t o  

d i f f e r e n t i a t e  u r b a n  l e g e n d s  f r o m  o t h e r  n a r r a t i v e  f o r m s  ( f o r  e x a m p l e ,  p o p u l a r  

f i c t i o n ,  T V  d r a m a s ,  a n d  e v e n  n e w s  s t o r i e s )  i s  t o  c o m p a r e  w h e r e  t h e y  c o m e  f r o m  

a n d  h o w  t h e y ' r e  p r o p a g a t e d .  U n l i k e  n o v e l s  a n d  s h o r t  s t o r i e s ,  w h i c h  a r e  

p r o d u c e d  b y  i n d i v i d u a l  a u t h o r s  a n d  f o r m a l l y  p u b l i s h e d ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  u r b a n  

l e g e n d s  e m e r g e  s p o n t a n e o u s l y ,  s p r e a d  " v i r a l l y "  f r o m  p e r s o n  t o  p e r s o n ,  a n d  a r e  

r a r e l y  t r a c e a b l e  t o  a  s i n g l e  p o i n t  o f  o r i g i n .  U r b a n  l e g e n d s  t e n d  t o  c h a n g e  o v e r  

t i m e  w i t h  r e p e t i t i o n  a n d  e m b e l l i s h m e n t .  T h e r e  c a n  b e  a s  m a n y  v a r i a n t s  a s  t h e r e  

a r e  t e l l e r s  o f  t h e  t a l e .  

 

They' re  usual ly  fa lse ,  but  not  a lways  

T h o u g h  i t ' s  b e c o m e  s y n o n y m o u s  i n  c o m m o n  p a r l a n c e  w i t h  " f a l s e  b e l i e f , "  

a c a d e m i c  f o l k l o r i s t s  r e s e r v e  t h e  t e r m  " u r b a n  l e g e n d "  ( a k a  " c o n t e m p o r a r y  

l e g e n d " )  f o r  a  s u b t l e r  a n d  m o r e  c o m p l e x  p h e n o m e n o n ,  n a m e l y  t h e  e m e r g e n c e  

a n d  p r o p a g a t i o n  o f  f o l k  n a r r a t i v e s  —  v i r a l  s t o r i e s  t h a t  a r e  i n d e e d  u s u a l l y  f a l s e  

b u t  w h i c h  m a y  a l s o ,  o n  o c c a s i o n ,  t u r n  o u t  t o  b e  t r u e ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  l o o s e l y  b a s e d  

o n  r e a l  e v e n t s .  T h e  c r u c i a l  f a c t o r  i s  t h a t  t h e  s t o r y  i s  t o l d  a s  t r u e  i n  t h e  a b s e n c e  

o f  v e r i f i c a t i o n .  F o l k l o r i s t s  a r e  g e n e r a l l y  m o r e  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  s o c i a l  c o n t e x t  

a n d  m e a n i n g  o f  u r b a n  l e g e n d s  t h a n  t h e i r  t r u t h  v a l u e .  

F a c t u a l  o r  n o t ,  w h e n  a n  u r b a n  l e g e n d  i s  t o l d  i t ' s  m e a n t  t o  b e  b e l i e v e d .  T h e  

t e l l e r  i s  a p t  t o  r e l y  o n  s k i l l f u l  s t o r y t e l l i n g  a n d / o r  r e f e r e n c e  t o  p u t a t i v e l y  

t r u s t w o r t h y  s o u r c e s  —  e . g . ,  " i t  r e a l l y  h a p p e n e d  t o  m y  h a i r d r e s s e r ' s  b r o t h e r ' s  

b e s t  f r i e n d "  —  i n  l i e u  o f  a c t u a l  p r o o f  o r  e v i d e n c e .  

Lis t  of  common charac te r is t ics  

A c c o r d i n g l y ,  y o u r  t y p i c a l  u r b a n  l e g e n d  w i l l  e x h i b i t  m o s t  o r  a l l  o f  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s :  

 It's a narrative (a story). 

 It's of spontaneous (or indeterminate) origin. 

 It's likely to take the form of a cautionary tale. 

 It's alleged to be true though its veracity is unproven. 

 It's marginally plausible. 

 It's likely to be attributed to a putatively trustworthy secondhand source (e.g., "a friend of a friend," "my 

boss's wife," "my sister's accountant," etc.). 

http://urbanlegends.about.com/od/glossary/g/folklore.htm
http://urbanlegends.about.com/od/glossary/g/narrative.htm


Urban Legends  
 

 It circulates by being passed from individual to individual, orally or in writing. 

 It varies in the telling. 
 

Here 's  How  to  Te l l  i f  You are  Reading  an Urban Legend:  

1. Consider the form of the information passed along to you. Is it a narrative — a story with a beginning, 

middle and end? Does it feature a surprising twist and/or end with a 'punch line' reminiscent of a joke? If 

so, it may be an urban legend. 

 

2. Urban legends usually toe a fine line between outlandishness and plausibility. Does the story seem a 

little suspect, yet believable? Was it told to you AS IF it's true? Often the teller of an urban legend will 

even begin with the statement, 'This is a true story...' 

 

3. Look for statements like 'This really happened to a friend of a friend' (or 'I heard this from the wife of a 

co-worker,' or 'You won't believe what happened to my brother's housekeeper's son,' etc.).  

 

4. Have you heard the same story more than once from different sources, possibly even with different 

names and details? If you've heard more than one version, it's probably an urban legend.  

 

5. Consider whether there's evidence to suggest the story you've heard is false, and/or there are 

commonsense reasons to disbelieve it.  

 

6. Does the story seem too good to be true; too horrible, or too funny to be true? If so, there's a good 

chance it's an urban legend and NOT true. 

 

7. Check books and Websites about urban legends to see if the story is listed there (see resources below).  

 

8. Research any factual claims in the story to see if there is published evidence to support them. The 

burden of proof is on the teller of the tale. 

 

Tips:  



Urban Legends  
 

1. Contrary to popular belief, urban legends aren't always false. The key factor is that they are told AS IF 

true, though no supporting evidence is offered (apart from the solemn word of 'a friend of a friend').  

 

2. Email versions of urban legends tend to lose some of their story-like qualities, circulating in the form of 

warnings or alerts instead of personal anecdotes. But they are still urban legends. 
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