
IN r7o5, rrrB Bnrrrsn ANTTeuARTAN JonN Beaurr.roNT oBsERvED THAT:

To say absolutely, that all dreams, without distinction, are vain visions and
sports of Nature. . . and to banish all Divination from the Life of Man. . . is con-
trary to Experience and the common Consenr and Agreement of Mankind.l

The focus of this essay is this "common consenr and agreement" about
knowledge of the future, as it is understood by a group of eldeiry women in my
own hometown, and the ways in which I believe that rhe women's social situa-
tloy and moral code shape the folklore that they share. I wanr ro begin rather
obliquely, however: frst looking ar pasr traditions in order to get alistorical
perspective on the presenr, and then, by way of further contexrualization,
describing my research strareg'y and the study group members themselves.

Historical Perspective

Perhaps the best place to begin any survey of British traditions is with John
Aubrey' that curious and often credulous seventeenth-century antiquarian,
whose Miscellanieswere written n 1696. This work is a collection of .u.r.rrr
rumors'_legends, and personal experience stories on supernatural topics, orally
told and jotted down as he heard them. Three chapters are directly concerned
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,vith omens, foreknowledge, and divination. A remark in chapter 3, "Por-

tents," sets the tone of what is to follow:

How it comes to pass, I know not; but by Ancient and Modern example it is evi-

d..ri, th"t no great Accident befalls a Ciry or Province ' but it is presaged by Divina-

tion, or Prodigy, or astrologie, or some way or othet 2

chapter 4, 
,,Omens," contains a multitude of such examples. The fall of

Charles I, for example, was said to have been presaged by numerous strange

happenings: 
'n 

164; a grouP of partridges attacked a hawk' and this unnatural

".i 
i", ,ik..t ,o ,ig.ti4' th"t the country would turn on its monarch; at the

beginning of the "L-ong Parliament," a scePter fell off a statue of the king; and

it 
,'was commonly known" that rhe top oi th. king's staff fell off at his trial'3

A..ordi.tg to Aubrey, the life of James II, another deposed king' was equally

or.r"e.-fi-ll.d, at his coronation his crown was knocked from his head by a

io,rr,i.r,, when he entered Dublin after his return from France in 1689' his

mace-bearer stumbled and the little cross on the top of the mace fell off.

("This is very well known all over lreland," says Aubrey' "and did much trou-

Ut. fi.,g James himself with many of his Chief Attendants."5) In Chapter 5,

,,Dream"s-as omens," the list of significant events continues: Lady seymour

dreamed that she found a nest of nine finches and she subsequently had nine

children; the countess of cork dreamed of her father's death while he was

actually dying; Sir Christopher \[ren dreamed (correctly' as it happened) that

his fever wouid be cured by eating dates, and so on'

A hundred years later, peopl. *ttt hardly less influenced by the desire to

predict death and foretell ,h. i.,tt"t, despite the supposed enlightenment and

ratio.talis- of the eighteenth century' Visions, apparitions' and wraiths contin-

ued to hold number-one place as omens of death; mysterious lights, fres in the

sky, night birds seen dur^ing the day, unaccustomed breakages' and noises of

,r"riorrJror*-especially foo"t.t.p' and mysterious creaks and bangs around the

house-were all intrinsically ominous; and any ordinary thing in an extraordi-

nary context was commonly interpreted as. signifring disaster or change' In

Vdl , the antiquarian Francis Grose was able to compile a three-page. inven-

tory of .on,.-por"ry omens of death, which included items such as hearing

..r...h o*ls, he"ri.tg three knocks at the bed's head' rats gnawing at the bed-

hangings, having a bleeding nose, the breaking of a looking glass' coffin-shaped

coals in the fre, winding ,1..,, on candles, corpse-candles and phantom fre,

and, of course, the tick of the death-watch beetle'o

The eighteenth century, however, was a time in which a different emphasis

b.g"., ,o"d.uelop. This was largely a product of the rational-mechanical
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worldvie'rv brought about by rhe scie'tfic Re,",olrrrion. As far as supernarural
beliefs were concerned, the effect was nor ro abolish traditional .oni.p,, ,lro-
gether, but to restrict their rnore exrravaganr expressions. As time went by,
accounrs of omens, signs, and warnings b.."_. less dramatic and theirmore resrri*ed. 'fhe 

rnost striking .ffJ.t, ho*..,,er, was rhe gradual i'Jlff:
ing of supernatural experience.T

By the mid-nineteenth ce'ruryr therefore, there were rwo main strands inBrirish folkloristic u'riti'g abouc forek.owredge: on rhe one ha'd, accounts of.divinatorv practices and the interpretation oi.igr.,. and tokensl on the orher,
accounrs of visions, dreanx, and ,,presentim.n,r.,, 

Fo, example, h f Se6 WI_iam Henderson, one of the best-known British collectors of regionar folt to..,compiled a large risr of dearh rokens-deflorrned rambs, r,."i-r"fig ;" 
"lr_female brood, the tick of the death-watch beetle, and the noise of a house fdl_

ing down. on the other hand, in 1g4g catherine crowe collected severrreen
narrarives aborrt "Allegoricar I)reams, presentimenrs" and thirty-orr. p"f., ofaccounrs of "Double Dreaming and rrance, 

'w'raiths."b 
Both rhese srrands oftradition continue to be activelv transmitted in our own cenrury: the one rery_rng on the interpretation of external stimuli, the other d.p..rdent upor 

" 
r..rri-tive re-sponse to personal .vsn15-"in1srnal" evenrs -such as dreams, visions,"hunches," and strange perceptions or stares of m.ind.9

The frst strand is now chiefly represented bv asrrology, fortune_teliing, orvisits ro psychics or mediums. s,r*.y, in Britain 
"nd 

the united States berween1925 and 1985 show levels of belief-in asrrorogy and fortune-t.ili"g b;." zpercenr and 30 pcrcenr of the sampre populr i ion. rn 1()25 H. K. Nixon sur-veyed American students' beliefs and fo,,.rd ,h", 29 percent had f-aith in astrol_ogy and 25 percent in fortune-.telling; rwenry yen^ lat.. a similar qu.r,ro',n"r..
in the United Kingdom gave rise ,o"figu.., oi t g p.r...,, for astrology and 20percenr for fortune-telring; British soclologist c.orh.y cor.. l,"J-.,,ii1,-rr",
results in 1955 with a nationwide rrr*.li(zo percent berief in astrolosy,30percenr belief in fortune-teiling); a'd -or. ,....,tIy, 

" 
r;; u,,..iJ.itl" 

"oreligion at Leeds Uni'ersiry in rhe Unired Kingdom fbund i4 i....., lli.ri"astrology and 35 percenr belief 'r fonun.-r.llilg, also with a rarge-scare surveyby professional interviewers.-The lowest figur.i were obtained in surveys ofsrudent populations i' the r950s; 
"n 

Am.ri-."n survey of t95z showed only zpercent belief.in astrology a'd 5 percent belief in fo.iun.-r.liing,""J" grr,,,h
survey of studenrs n 1956.ho*.d levels of belief ar 6 p....ni'fo. b;; f",tune-telling and astrology. The variations in the finding; 

"r. 
,.".ig, **nt,.u,more information than can now be retrieved about thes]. ,trdi.., r, i u-,rf.rrrble to decide whether they reflecr genuine differences berween On..*;;"lations or at different ti-.r, o, whether they are a funcrion of rhe
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rnethodologies employed. Nevertheless, even rhe surveys that returned the

lorvest percentages do at least show that the subject is familiar and that divina-

tory practices have not completely disappeared in our materialistic age.l0

The second strand finds its principal expression nowadays in the concepr of

excrasensory perceptior.r (ESP), and here, levels of belief are significantll'

higher. For example, in Britain, the Leeds team found that54 percenr of their

respondents believed in clairvoyance and 61 percent in telepathy. These find-
ings fit well with Leea Virtanen's strrdy of ESP in Finland in the 1970s, where

she was able to collect no fenver than 1,442 individual ,eporr..ll

In my own work, it quickly became obvious that both strands of tradition
were regularly discussed and were part of a vivid, constantly negotiated fblk-
lore. Not only were my informants totally unsurprised by my questions, but
they immediately fell into a specialized vocabulary for discussir.rg these marters,
which I mvself was able to acquire after oniy a few davs' exposure to it.

This vocabulary not onlv includes neologisms such as "a psychic sense" and
"a telepathy with the future," but ancient terms such as "a sixth sense" or "sec-

ond sight" that the women use totallv without embarrassment, one even
attributing her psychic abilities to being a "seventh child of a seventh child."

Their conversation on the subject is full of vague generalizations and references

to what "they" or "people" say-"they do say that . . ." or "you hear people

say these things" or "there are people like that . . ." and so on-which all

strongly suggest that the topic is often talked over within the family and social

circle. There is also the otherwise curious lack of descriptive detaiI about what

the experience of having a premonition actuallv entails. The emphasis of the

story is almost invariably upon the circumstances of the experience, not on its

nature. Underlying this strange-to the researcher-neglect is surely the

speaker's assumption that the nature of the experience is too familiar to need

spelling out. The gaps in the stories indicate the narrator's reliance on shared

kr.rowledge: in other words, on a common folklore. And finally, when dissent-

ing women challenge the general belief, they use well-established counter-

arguments that strongly recall the reasoning that David Hufford calls "tradi-

tions of disbelief"'' and sound somehow "rehearsed," so that the lister.rer feeis

that this reasoning has often been employed in similar discussions. Apart from

obvious objections-fbr instance, that such beliefs are superstitious and open

to religious objection-the dissenting wonen assert that omens are "sheer

imagination," or they allege that premonitions are "really" due to a variety of

natural causes (low spirits, poor health, atmospheric conditions, chance reshap-

ings of the previous day's events), or that they are the working out of observa-

tions and impressions unconsciously acquired over the course of time. All the

evidence thus points to there being an establisbed folldore about forewarnings
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T
in this group, which is subject to the sorr of discussion, scruriny, and debatethat keeps the traditions in the forefronr of conversation and thereby ensuresthatthey are nor only kept alive, but also continuously updated.

However, some changes are apparent. The frst, _ost oUuiou. one, is a pref_erence for the visionary ou".. the iiuin",ury tradition. I shall deal with this insome detail later. At presenr, however, I want merely to observe that this seemsto be a general trend. Ninery percenr of the accounts that Virtanen collected,for example, were of subjective experienc.r, 
"r,d 

only 4 percen, A",u.J.U;.._
tive signs (omens). Fifty+ix percenr related ,,dreams,, 

and ,,intuitions.,,lj 
Thesecond change-a terminologicar or classificatory shift-was .l.".ly obr.*"bl.in my own work, but it is impossible to ,ry *h.ih.. it i, 

" 
g.neJ,,r."!,-i.r, 

".far as I know, there is no.other study that'haslook.d 
", 

rf,i f"rg""g. Ur, *irLttraditions of foreknowledge are discussed. In the nineteenth century and ear-lier-unless the forkrorists and antiquaria", *t o teil us of these traditions weremistaken or imposed 
,ri.T ...*1, 

inappropriate, classfication ,fr,.rn 
"" 

,fr.material they collected (which is arways possible)-p.opi. *ouii-ilri ,...,omens and tokens as examples of .",.ir,ri signs signifiing fr,r.. .,r*rr. Th.women of my study group, however, would;.- ; JJ" ";;;_:^'^^om€ns as a receptive power like ESp. For .,."-:-t-::,t^ 
the abiliry to. perceffe

embodied voi*r, -yrl.io.,s noises aro und,n. fl:;.1:l?:?Tffi .tJT::i.;appear in folklore coliections as ,,omens,'of 
death or danger, were often citeJ h.,my informants as instances of "premonitionr." conu..rely, the clearest 

".;;lof what a folklorist would call a "premonitio.r" (,..., a precognitive intuition orsignal) was cited as an example of 
"n 

"o-.r" of death. \fhere clear distinctionsare made, omens' premonitions and telepathy seem ro u. airr....,,i"r.Juy 
"i._tue of the graviry of the.ourcome. Fo..*"^irg, about reaty bad things tend tobe termed omens; warnings about lesser .u..r,i 

".. 
thought of as premonitions;and advance information about happy or trivial o, u.,dirtu.bi.,g things is termedtelepathy' If this classific"tory rhifris 

" 
g.n.r"l ,..,ra, i, can be seen as the resultof the continuing process of internarizin"g 

""J-r"u;.*io,ing traditional supernar_ural be'efs; if it is special,to the group ;*;^;; I studied, it provides furtherevi{en1e of the grearer ualu. thelipla.. o., th. rub;..,i r. tradition.
Before going on to look at the folklore which the women of the studygroup share, however, I would like ro discuss the research itseif, in order ropaint the specific contextual picture.

Research Context

since the subject of mv research might be thought "delicate,, or controversial, Ihad to find a venue conducive to p.*.rorr.l .or-r.,rirr"rror_r, and an intermediary tointroduce me to potential informants and put J.- 
", 

their ease. After several
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false starts, I eventually hit on the idea of asking my father, who after fourteen
vears at the same podiatrist's clinic was nearing retirement, to let me talk to his
patients during clinic hours.

My father's practice was a large and thriving one, situated near the shop-
ping center of a middle-class suburb of a large norrhern city. His patients used
the same doctor, shopped at rhe same local shops, and were part of the same
social nerwork. The majoriry also attended the local Methodist church, as he
did. So his patients formed a fairly homogeneous social and cultural grt,up
based on the local neighborhood. With their permission, I simply sar in on
their treatment, told them what I was researching and how I was pianning ro
use the material, and recorded everything that was said. In the course of the
five months I worked in my father's clinic, I interviewed 120 people of both
sexes and of all ages from sixteen to ninery-five. The majority (ninery-six) of
these people were elderly women, so this was the group I chose as my primary
informants. Nine interviews had to be discarded for technical reasons, so rhe
discussion that follows is based on the responses of eighty-seven women aged
sixry to ninety-five years.

My father was able to give me at least a minimum of demographic informa-
tion about the majority of these *6msn-1hsir approximate age, their mariral
status, and their domestic circumstances. This information is expressed in
Tabie 1. As far as religion was concerned, my information was a little more
impressionistic, drawn in part from my father's personal knowledge and in part
from what was let fall during rhe conversarion, or could be deduced from ir.
On this information, I concluded that all but one woman had some relieious
faith; one was Roman Catholic and one was Presbyterian, a handful *.-r. 

"tleast nominally Church of England, and perhaps a dozen were Jewish. The
majority, however, were Methodists attending the same local church as my
father himself.

These women were knowledgeabie about every aspecr of traditional beliefs
about foreknowledge and, with very few exceptions, were happy to discuss
these matters with me and tell me their personal experiences. In all, eighry-one
expressed opinions about astrology, sixty-nine spoke about premonitions, sxry
about omens, fifry-nine about fortune-telling, and forty-seven about telepathy.
ln the course of conversarion, they told 1 1 I stories, ffiy-one of which were
memorates about these matters (the remainder concerned death, bereavemenr,
and the spirits of the dead).

Beliefs and Stories about Knowing the Future

It would appear from these interviews, conversarions, and stories that these
women are familiar with both the divinatory tradition and the visionary one.
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Table 1:
Ch:rracteristics of 8l W'omen in the Neighborhood Group Studied*

Marital Status anci
Domestic Cilcumstances

Single

L.iving alonc

I . iv ing wirh larni  ly i f r iends

Mirrried

Living alone

Liv ing rv i rh Lrmrly/ f r iend'

Widowed

Living alone

Liv ing u ' i th l ranr i ly / f r icnd'

).
3

0
1 4

7
3

0
l 0

20
4

I

0

0
2

3
2

* The author inten,iewed 87 women, but darar about marital status and domestic cir-
cumstances were unavailable fbr sir of those women.

Most of the women I spoke to had tried the fbrmer and experienced the latter;
in the ir  o\\ ' l l  eves. thel '  were expe rc wirne sses.

The folklore that shaped their experier.rce and was rransmirred among them
was not simpl,v a descriptive bodv of information, however; it was judgn.rental

and evaluative. Though the1. 1ysr. equally knowledgeable about the divinatory
and the visionarv routes into knorvledge of thc. future, they did not value them
equally. Very laree numbers of the women had some interest in astrology and
fortune-telling, but they were shamefaced about this behavior and fbw would
admit to believhg in these things. Nearly vo-thirds of them, for example,
were disn.rissive of astrology, saying "I read it but I don't believe it"; oniy 2 per-
cent said they believed in it completely and onlv 25 percenr admitted even par-
tial belief. The percentage of disbelievers rose to 75 percent in the case of
fortune-telling; only 15 percent of informants wer€ sure that it would work
and only 9 percent thought it might do. About seances and mediums, the vast
majoriry were very skeptical and disapproving.

When they discussed the visionary strand of traditional lore, however, their
shamefacedness disappeared and they rvere rvilling to admit that they l.rad con-
siderable belief. More than half were convinced, for example, that telepathy is
possible and that rhel'had experienced it themselves (onl1' 10 percenr thought
it did not and could nor occur). More than haif also believed in omens of

Age: 60-70
Ycars
A , / -  ) q

Age: 
-0 

80 Age: B0-e0,
Years Years

N= 44 l /= 8

8
')
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death, and half of rhem could cite personal examples. More than three-quar_

ters of them thought it might be possible to be forer,veri:! 
:1", 

"soherh;g,s

going ro happen" by premonitions; and 43 perce nt of them were certaln rhar
such things did h,rppen. Thev interpreted these experiences,as evidence that
rhey had sonle me2rsure of ESP-that, as rh€y expressed ir. they were.,a lirrle
bit psychic."

On the face of it, these diff'ering attitudes, though in line with the findins.
fiom Leeds and Finland, seem strange and perhaps contradictory; why shouiJ
rhese rvomen so value the visionary traditiorr and be so wary and skeptical of
the divir.ratory tradition? However, there is a rationale at work here, one th"t o
revealed when looking at theil conversation and narratives in more detail.

Stories about "being a little bit psychic" typically feature women who, while
engaged in their ordinary routine about the home or the office, suddenly "feel"
or "know" that "something" is going to happen, or perhaps see or hear some-
thing unusual and unaccountable. After a short tirne, three days or three
weeks, someone dies or has an accident or i-s admitted to the hospital or gets
married, just as lvas foreseen. The storytellers are invariably precise abour

places and times and persons, insisthg almost dogmatically upon orienting the

events with circumstantial details. Storytellers who earnestly espouse the

worldview being explored in che story they are telling-whose credibiliry and

self-respect are dependent upon it, like witnesses in a courtroom-Pin their

hopes of be ing believed upon demonstrating the wealth, accuracy, and internal

consistency of the circumstantial detail they can provide.l4 And so it is here.

Almost always the scene is set in "the daily round, the common task," as the

narrator walks down the road, does the shopping or the housework, lies in bed

or (in one rnemorable case) uses the bathroom; and the precise date is clearly

remembered. The events are said to have happened "in January 1971"' or

"three years ago last November," or "only yesterday morning." The [eeling or

knowledge relates to some member of th€ family, most commonly motners'

sisters, husbands, brothers, and nephews, or to some close friend' Usually its

precise meaning cannor be identified imrnediarely; only subsequent events

reveal its significance.

Only a-fe* of the stories f.eature objective tokens of dearh, but when they

do, theie signs are very tradition"l 6ns5-1hg sound of a brick hitdng thewall'

bangs in Fui.,itr',re , broken mirrors, the scent of f'lowers. More commonly'"th'

f'orewarning comes in the form of strange physical or emotional states' The

women say things like:

I do believe in premonitions, and the feeling I get if it's somerhing 1:t J:i.lt*t
anr is a coldness, a chill. Suddenly, For no ,."ron 

"L "f-r 
t'" bi so happy and
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everyrhing scems_all right and rhcn s,ddenly (and it's a horriblc feeling) really phys-
ical ly g. quite cold and shudder, and then , i .h",. t . ,  i t  is, I  think rbo.r i i r .r t  

'  '

Il'-,!::... 
"1]y,!ire 

going ro happen, then mv rurnmy gives a sort of roll and I
say, "Hello! Whar's going. . . something's going to happcn'today!,,i6

I rhink one has a ven'strange leeling when somerhing very irnportant i,s eoing to
typ^p.n, rhat y,ou can't.tplai,rlcan't e"tplain it. Al,'osr'as if'.,,,.i., o.r rr,..lg.3r"
cliffand youlfeelthat something terribleis going to happen, but you.",-,', p.-,', you.
rnger  on  l t . '  '

I do know thar diflerent rhings have happened and l,ve seemecl to
back of my mind, it's as though I'vc seen something before.l8

. at the

. 
AJternativell', thel' si'rpl1' -say: "I ger such a queer feeling," or 

,,1 
know

what's coming," or "Ir has come true just as I dreamt it." or thev may tell an
illustrative story, such as rhese rwo fron.r different women, *hich terw.en
them cover some of rhe more conlrnon rhemes:

.vell, 
the only personal experience I have had. . . . one day, in the office, r was

going.pasr one of th_e gir-ls-nor a )'oung eirr-and I knerv norrri'g ahout her per-
sonal life except she lived wirh her parenti ind was very good to rh.i-,, very deroied.
And as I passed by her, I turned round to her and ,.id] 

,,Rir", 
,nr',.on. , going to

ask you to marry himl" I f/rthe . . . .
And rhen' the next day, she came in lnd said the man nexr door, a widower, had

asked her ro marry hirn. And they got engaged.
Now that's the only thing I know of personally.l9

\x/ell' I think I believe in rhar. one particurar occ:rsion was Mrs. Robertson frhe
docor's wife]. \x/ell, you know, she_was in.hospital, going in to have her hip done.
And when the matron came down the ward, rh. ."-i to f,er bed, and Mrs. i{ob.rt-
son turned round and said to her, "you've no need to tell me. It's my husband.
He's d ied."

And he was killed, he had a coronary on the road.
And she did, she turned round and said, "you've no need to te[ me. I know it's

mv husband and he's died." And he'd jLr.st coilapsed at the n,heel, veered to the side.
And thar's the onlv one that I've known.20 

'

lwhen we look at the women's stories and conversation about fortune-tell-
ing and asrrology, however, we find that rhey not only have a quite different
atmosphere, but also a quite differenr rype of detair. Rather than irying hard to
convince their hearers tl.rrough a wealth of orienting detail, tellers oifor,,,n.-
telling stories have a "take-it-or-leave,it" acritude to rheir narrarives. The scene-
setting of their stories is considerably vaguer and more general. Narrators are
conrent to say that the er.ents happened "ages ago," "when I rvas vounger,,,
"once," or "one time I remember." Though th. euenrs took place 

"*.y 
f,o-

the ordinary environmenr, the location is seldom described in any sort oid.t"il.

I
"lf I Ntnu You \Y1ere Coming, I'd Haue Bdhed a Cabe" I .l I

fhe dramatis personae, too, are onlv vaguely spelled su1-6f1sn as not, thcv
are simplv described as "we," "this woman," or "she." Almost invariably, the
account is very objective, so we do not get ro understand the narrator's frx6.

of mind, motivation, or reacrions, either. We are simply told about the message
rvhich "this woman" delivers. So the total effect is impersonal and distanced.

Another interesting observation is that the predictions fearured in these

stories are quite different in several ways frorn the forewarnings afforded by
involuntary psychic experiences. In the first place, rhe message abour tl-re
future is quite clear and distinct, given the arnbiguity common to these occa-
sions. The messages refer primarily to the domestic affairs, health, and
finance of the narrator hersel i  or occasional ly of her female relat ives. Onlv
time will tell whether there is "anything in it": several narrarors say they are
still waiting for the husbands, money, or success they were pronrised! The air
of objectivitv is enhanced bv this slight element of suspense, which narrators
exploit by telling the story in strict chronological order without asides or
digressions, and by structuring it according to a nearly matched before-and-
after pattern. These are all rather good stories technically, but the cumulative
effect is of detachment, the narrators perhaps taking most pleasure in simply
"tel l ing the tale."

Barbara's story is typical of accounts of visits to fortune-tellers. She does not
even date the story; she refers throughout to the fortune-teller as "this woman"

and is equailyvague about other aspects ofthe scene, except that the clairvoy-

ant had a "caravan" which suggests that the events took place during a seaside

holiday. The dramatis personae are characterized so vaguely that it is often dif-

ficult to disentangle who's who. Only the fortune-teller's message is reported,

and we are told nothing about how she arrived at her prediction. Again, there

is no subjective comment to form a digression, and it moves briskly on in lively

and fairly impersonal dialogue.2l Finally, Barbara blames her friend for the

escapade and reports that she found it all "quite amusing."

lVe went to a caravan. . . "Oh," my friend lsaidl, "we're going to this palmist!"
you see. But an1-way, my brother at this time had put hb sloulder out and he'd
been to the hospital. Anlway! This er-she rold me ,bou, "ro-.o.re in your family

who's got this shoulder [trouble]." And then she said to me, "Do you know a

policeman?"
I said, "Nol"
"Well!" she said. "You are gong to know one."
Well ,  I  rhought i t  was quite amusing.
And when *. got ho-" from this h-olid"y-*. were staving at Marlborough-I

called over to our next-door neighbour to say we were home, you see, and a strange

voice answered rne, "Oh, do you want Mrs. Warburton?"
And it was this fellow who was fstaying] there.
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And when Mrs. $/arburton came to sce me, she said, "That's Perkins. Hc s a
pol icernan. "

Absolutel l '  spoi on, tvast.t ' t  she?ll

A story-one of only three on the subject of astrology-told by Norah is

similarlv distanced, vague, and impersonal: i t  seeks only to entertain for a

momenr. Vhereas Barbara's story is about family and (future) friends,

Norah's is about finance; berween these rwo vr'omen thev cover the topics that

occur mosr Frequently as predictions about the future.

I read my horoscope but it's just like water ofF a duck's back, isn't it? I don't
believe in it, rq4lv. Because once my horoscope told me that I should buy some Pre-
miunr Bonds,'r and I went out and bought them, and they've never won 7rl

Yes, I remember reading it and ir said something about buying some Premium
Bonds, and I went out and bought some like a lunatiL And I jusr rvent azt :rnd
bought this five pounds' n'orrh of Prcmium Bondsl>rsr I never won!

S,, I  don'r rhink I ' l l  bcl ieve in ir  , tgain'.24

Overall, then, we find n.r,o verv different rypes of experience told in very

different ways. In stories about "being a little bit psychic," the women are care-
ful to date the events clearly and to specily both the places and people
involved. They tw b,v all n.reans to rnake the story both real and convincing.

They tell of insights that came to them unbidden, as they wenr about their
ordinary lives. In most cases these insights are purely subjective-a mood, a
feeling, a sudden knowledge; in the few cases where something more obiecrive
is seen or heard, it is only the narrator who perceives the omen and who can
interpret its significance. The women to whom these things happen are
regarded as being more than usually sensitive, or, at leasr, in a more than usu-
aily sensitive mood or condirion. Their premonitions are invariably orher-per-
son-centered: their concern is never with their own fate. In most cases, the
other p€rson whose distress or need they are responding to is a male member
of their immediate family. All the accounrs are rhus highly subjective and show
the narrators as caring, intuitive, sensitive, loving, and responsive to rhe needs
oFtheir family and menfolk.

In contrast, in telling stories about fortune-telling adventures, rhe women
are much more careless and happv-go-lucky, taking little heed, it seems,
whether they wil l  be bel ieved or nor. Thev are vague abour detai ls, nor speci-

Sring very precisely who were the characters involved or where the events took
place. Rather than telling their listener how they feel about the visit or rhe pre-
dictions, they concentrate on repeacing the message rhey were given and say,
ing whether it has (yet) come true. They construcr these stories dramatically,
keeping ro chronological order and endeavoring ro present an enrertaining
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accounr of their visit. The predicrions almost invariably concern their own,

l lor anorher person s. f ,r te and keep to a range o[topics conventional ly consid-

cred ro be lcminine PreoccuPations.'w'hen 
we list the main characteristics of the two sorts of events and the

corresponding stories l ike this, i t  becomes plain that they xre based on a com-

,-r.ror-, .,r"lu",iue folklore of the "proper" way to handle encounters with tl-re

{:uture. \7e can see, on rhe on€ hand, that involuntary ESP experiences, as this

qroup oF p€ople see rhem, are geared toward rhe concerns of a person other

ih"r, ' ,h. self .  on the othe r hand, one goes ro a fortune-tel ler out of concetn

for one's olvn fare; ir is a deliberately chosen action, and it involves invoking

acquired skills rather than passively responding to involuntary feelings, sensa-

tio.rr, o, percePtions. All this strongly suggests that the women are using their

stories as uehicles of moral judgments, accepting elements of the traditional

folklore which fit in u,irh their Values and reiecting those that run contrary to

them.

Traditional Values and Roles

As mentioned earlier, the wornen I studied were all ovef sl\ty years old at the

rime I talked to rhem: lnost were in their late slxties and earlv seventies, and the

oldest was ninety-five. Eighry percent of them were married or widowed, and

mosr had families. Even if they were unmarried, Few had led independent lives;

most of the single won-ren, for instance, had devoted themselves to caring [:or

tl.reir parenrs. FJ, th. enrire group of rvomen, the death of parents or husbands

had often not substantially changed their situation, however, for half of them

now lived with vounger members oF their familv. and they wer€ still d€eply

enmeshed in family cares and duties.

Like it or nor, for reasons of age, class, and religion these women's lives

were geared ro rradirional roles and pursuirs: we can assume that they had been

,",rghi 
". 

children, and had grown up believing, that the ideal member of their

,.*1, 
"r, 

intuitive, caring, unassertive p€rson for whom direct action, indepen-

dent thoueht, and concern with self are Llnb€coming and whose 
''natural" role

is as support, nufse, and helpmate. Tl]ese traditional views would be specially

.nh".r..,l for those women whose lives were centered around thel church;

they would nor only be constantly in the company of the like-minded, but

their views would be colored by moral considerations, their ideals about tl.re

relationship berween men and women being modeled on their view of the rela-

tionship b"nu..n humans and God. I believe that. in some ways, their beliefs

"bo.rt 
irruolu.rtary ESP allorv these women to square the circle in terms of

these traditional ideals and roles'



134 Gillian Bennett

This becomes clear by examining some of the orher narrarives I was told
during the course of my fieldwork, especially widows'stories abour the deaths
of their husbands. A very common experience was to have been faced with
sorne difficulty or dilemma in rhe n.rontl.rs following their bereavement. This
difficulry was mentally referred ro rhe losr spouse, and the widows received an
"answer" to their problems. In distress, for example, the women might speak
aloud to the dead man, or even pray ro him; their prayers seen.red to be
answered, and the difficulty resolved, when they physically "heard" a reply or
"heard a voice in their heads" or rhe answer was "pur into their heads."25
Though this experience would seem ro be common in bereavement, it is capa-
ble of receiving an interpretation in addition to the usual psychological one rhar
dwells on the altered state of consciousness of the newly bereaved p.rro.r.2('

The women's glosses to these stories emphasize their helplessness and weak-
ness in rhe face of their troubles, and lrmly attribure their subsequent abiliry
to resolve their problerns ro rh€ intervention o€supernatural forces. "l couldn't
have done it under my own sream," they say. "I had help given, and I frmly
believe tl'rat my husband rvas beside me telling me what ro do." In each case,
the insoluble problem involved doing something previously regarded as exclu-
sively a husband's task-filling i' income-tax forms, moving ro another house,
winding up a relarive's estare, and so on. In listening to these stories, the over-
whelming impression is lust of the women's lack of confidence in their own
abilities to do these "men's jobs," a lack of confidence so acure that it leads
them to attribute even the smallest personal success direcrly to the man, even
though he is dead; and second, perhaps more unkindly, a suspicion that they
are disclaiming responsibiliry for stepping out of role by interpreting their new
abiliry as a more-or-less remporary gift-"You dol" they say. "you g€r rhe
strengtir giuenyou!"

I want to suggest that narratives about involuntary ESp are srrucrured and
presented to others in a broadly similar way. Telling stories like these is one
way a woman may claim status and yer not challenge the conventional perccp-
tion of her proper role. Being capable of having such experiences-being "a lit-
tle bit psychic," in the women's rerminology-confers authoriry on its
possessor, but not improper power.

This is so because being "a litde bit psychic" is a "gift" in the sense of an
unsought handout, as well as in the sense of a natural talent: indeed,
women's discourse often stresses that at times it is an unwelcorne gifi, a bur-
den-it's a "horrible feeling," a "strange feeling," "something not very pleas-
ant," "I wish I didn't have premonitions, it's like prophesying evil all the
time, isn't it." Properly used, the gift confers only passive power-if that is
not a contradiction in terms. A woman who has a premonition can do vcry
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little about it. It is a glimpse into a furure where, in their words, "what will be

wil l  be, and nothing wil l  alrer i t ."  ofren, the most that may be done is to pre-

pare oneself psychologicallY.

I collected very ferv stories in which womer.r make phvsical preparations in

response to a supernaiural warning: a woman who has a premonition that visi-

tors will call bakes some extra cakes; rwo women agree not to talk to each

other because the psychic one has dreamt that they have had a quarrel; a

morher waits at home because she ls confident that she will hear that her

daughter has been involved in an accident. Most ofien it is psychological prep-

arattn that the foreknowledge provides: a sisrer "sees" her brother with "hi,s

leg all shriveled up" before he steps on a land mine; a wile "sees" the accident

her husband has been involved in; an aunt has a drean that her nepherv has

been btinded in the war, and so on. Psvchic gifts seem thus specially cailored to

the traditional female role, because they demand parience, watchfulness, com-

oliance-not action.

Running like a thread through many of my informants' conversations was

the concept of predestination, with its passive-compliant corollary, complete

"...p,"r,... 
As they see it, che future is already ordained and nothing can turn

it fro- its course. It advances on the individual like the infamous "irresistible

force.,, People, however, are by no means "immovable objects"; like trees rn a

gale, they must bend and submit or be broken' Many of my informants had

Idopted this philosophy as a coping srrate:iy against the vagaries of chance and

fate, th. sense of their own powerlessness, and the tragedies of their lives: in

submitting to their fate, they said they are "given the strength" to endure it.

psychic gifrr, by forewarning the individual of trouble to come yet allowir.rg no

remedy by 
".tio,] 

or interference, increase that passive stfength. They also

bestow the ability to perceive hidden order in natural chaos. It is easier to say

rvith Milton's Samson rhat "iust are rhe ways of God and iustifiable ro Man" if

you feel that God does have a purpose. Psychic powers bestow that assurance.

If things were nor part of God's plan, the reasoning goes, then events rvould

not be predestined: if evenrs were nor predestined, then one could not receive

any forewarnings about them. The fact that "sensitive" and gifted people do

receive such foiewarnings proves thar there is a divine plan, and ultimately

proves rhat there is a diviniry. It would seem that by increasing the recipient's
i,r"rriu. resistance" to turn-roil and sorrorv, psychic gifts convey the power to

deal with major life evenrs on the rerms that these women mosr approve of.

These alone are considerable benefits, but women with "the gift" have more

mundane and woridly advantages over tl.reir ungifted sisters' In a very direct

way, being "a linle bit psychic" guarant€es appro.,ed ferninine virtues, espe-

.;"ily thor". good old standbys of intuition, sensitiviry, and tenderness. All the
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accounts of ESP which I collected are highly subjective and show the narrators

as caring, sensitive, loving people who are responsive to the needs of their fam-

ily and their menfolk. In addition to being handed this informal badge of fem-

ir-rine merit, the possessor of psychic powers has other social advantages, most

notably that her abilities confer considerable prestige and authority; as Alma in

one ofthe stories below says, "\Thatever I said she took for gospel."

Negative Aspects of Psychic Power

The flattery and attention may be pleasant and may give a welcome sense of
power and control, but my informants feel that being "a little bit psychic" places
them in moral danger. It is to this danger that I want to rurn now, in order to
examine the negative aspects of their beliefs in psychic powers. These negatrve
aspects are not only potent and painful, but more than anything else, I think,
they help point up the functional picture I have attempted to paint, because
they show women stepping out of the traditional feminine role and seekrng
power, fame, and glow for themselves. They also allow us to disentangle the
reasons for the women's negative atrirudes to astrology and fortune-telling.

As we have seen, women's ideas about psychic powers center round the
concept of gtJi-nor only are such powers a gift in the sense of a talent, but
they are a gift in the sense ofan unsought handout that has been conferred on
the woman though she has not asked for it and may nor welcome it. This has
several implications-most important, that the woman is not responsible for
any power or advantage which the gift confers; she cannot be blamed for her
success. Though the gift may empower her, that power is excused and she
remains uncontaminated by it.

A folktale analogy may be in order here. \7e may compare the masculine
ethos of force and action (as my informants see it) to the eldest sons in a typi-
cal "youngest-smartest" story, and the feminine erhos ro the youngest son.
tVhen the elders fail, and force and action prove counrerproducrive, the task
devolves to the youngest son, unfir and unwilling though he feels that he is.
His virtue, deserving modesty, and kindness lead to his being presented with a
magic gift, the power of which sees him through the task. The task can rhere-
fore be achieved without his being corrupted. He still remains the nice, appeal-
ing, helpless young man he was at the start of the story: the only difference is
that he now has the princess. He can have the advanrages of action without
being affected by its corrupting influence. The same is true for women with
psychic gifts.

The converse of this is, of course, that to claim the gift as yours and exploit
it for personal advantage destroys rhis delicate balance. My informants called

_....-F
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the exploitation of psychic gifts "delving," and delvhg is the.ultimate 
taboo fbrthis group of women. Significantly perhaps, I collected only six ,,o.,L"1i",r,

delving (i.e., less than 6 percent), but nevertheless they for. . .oh..-..r1"".ra
convincing parrern. These stories feature psychic women readng ,h. ;;;; 

",the cups for their family or friends. In every case rhe result is d.."af,rt. 
^ii"."

has her hand read by a friend and within a year her favorire nephew ai., 
" 

p"__
ful death; Geraldine suffers a distressing domestic upheaval; B.r..ri..'fo."_
tells-and lives to see-an unsuitable marriage; Alma reads the cups for ner
mother's friend and the friend dies within three weeks; Rose plays with a Ouiia
board and has to have an operarion; iater Rose reads the cards for a r.l"ti r.
and almost immediately afterwards their great-nephew visits rhem, conrracts a
fatal disease, and dies in their house.

The renor of the "delving" experience and the moral force of the stories can
best be seen by looking at two of the stories told by Rose and Alma. These two
women are not just good narrarors; they frmly believe that they do have special
powers. Their personal experiences therelrore deserve serious atrention: their
cautionary tales can tell us a good deal about the use and abuse ofpsychic gifts.

Alma
Now, I'll tell you one thing! When I was younger i used to look into teacups. Now,
mother had a lriend who was terribly superstitious, and whatever I said, she took lor
gospel. Things did happen that way, but a lor of it didn't. But I know, the last time
she asked me, she said, "Oh, you musr read my cup!"

And I looked at it and I said, "Oh!" I said. "There's nothing there!"
"Oh!" she said. "There must bel"
I said, "No, there isn't," I said. "Honestly," I said, "there's nothing there at all!"

A n d l c o u l d n ' t s e e a . .
V'ell, she was very, very ollended about this. And 1 said, "No, there isn't."
And when I came home, mother . . . "Ohl" she said. "Why didn't you tell her

something?"
I said, "Look, motherl There was no future for her. None at all!"
She said, "There must have been!"
I said, "There wasn't," I said. "I couldn't see a thing in that cup," I said, "and I

got a queer leeling when I picked it up," I said. There wasn't anyrhing rhere!.- 
Do you k.,owJ That ne"t *..k, we were out, and *. -., 

" 
f.i..tJ, and she said'

"Oohl Did you know about so-and-so. . . " She'd been taken ill. She'd had a stroke'

And she only lasted three days. The next thing we knew, my mother was going to

her funeral.
\Wel l  now,  rha t  was  rhe  las t  r ime rhar  euer .  .  .  l -

Rose
lAuthon Tell me how you think you're psychic.l

Because I know what's going to h"pp..r. I've got a pretty good idea, y:+' H"X

do I know? Inside there (points to her head). And the fact also I've been able to rerr

fortunes by cards, and I was able to read .,rpr, .."ding ,."-1."*r, and this was oh'
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forty, fift1'years ago. I was yor.urg. I was in my teens then, you see, and I frightened

myself to death. So I said, 
'Wa 

wa.y!"So I left the tea-leaf business alone.

When I rvas nrarried, and wc'd been married Lord knows how long-the war

intcrrupted, so of course wc never had any children trll 1947' Now, in that summer

of '47 ,  I  used to te l l  a l l  for tunes by cards.

lAuthon Whais this? Tarot cards?l

No, no. Playing cards. Each card has a meaning and all the cards together spell

out a message.
An)'way! I lvas about sk or sevcn months pregnant and we go down to see my

husband's aunt, and she was a great believer in the cards. And they have one son.

Now, he was very good in business. He was quite a top notch in Rolls-Royce.

Anl'way! We got down there on the Saturday afternoon and there was Auntie

Edie, Uncle Bernard, who are my husband's aunt and uncle, myself (complete with

lump, of coursel), and my husband. And Cousin Charlie met us at Chesney sta-

tion-with Rolls-Royce, of course, naturally!-and took us to his house.

So, and we had a terrible thunderstorm in the afternoon, so, to pass the time

away, Charlie and his wife said, "Let's tell our fortunes, Rose!" So I said, "Oh, OK,

then," never thinking anything about it.

And they got the cards out and we started, you know. And all I could tell her

was that all I could see and all I could smell all I could smell was flowers and all I

could see was a colfin sitting there in thc hall on a bier.

Now, it was a beautiful house, with a great big square hall, you see. There's a

lounge at the front, and there's a dining room and there's a morning room, and

there's this, that, and the other, you see.
'Went 

to bed at night. Everybody laughed! They thought, "Oh, she's pregnant,"

you see. So we went to bed at night, like, and I kept crying and my husband saio to

me, "Silhat the hell's the matter with you?" He says, "l can't understand youl"

I said, "I want to go homel All I can see . . . I can all smell flowers and all I can

sce is a colfin and it's on a bier in that hall!"

He said, "Oh, don't be silly, Rose! You'll be all right. Get offto sleep!"

No sleep for mel
\7e went home on the Sunday and Auntie Edie said to me going home on the

train, "'What was the matter with you yesterday?"

So I told her, so I said, "There's a coffin. There's a funeral in that house, you

knou.."
She says, "Is there?"
I says, "Yes." I says, "l don't know who it is, but it's definitely in that house!"

So an1'way, I think it would be July l9th. Now, in the August of 
'47, 

the grear-

nephew, he was fourteen years old, their only son-thei only child, everything

planned and a brilliant scholar-he came over to see his Auntie Edie and contracted

polio, and in three weeks he was dead. Yes. And his cofin stood on bizr in the hall.

It so affected me, I said, "Never again will I tell a fortune!" Frightened me to

deatht
I  said,  "Nol"28

As Alma and Rose-and their contemporaries-see it, the proper charac-

teristic of the woman with psychic gifts should be that she reacts to events

__z

,,lf 
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already ordained, and that she does this by mear' ^r ^ -

that is created and consolidated by love of other r.:il,;?";:ilT:T'..'i1:
nism of the precognirive process, it must be a sinful and graceless di..o.,ioi.r,o
use it to achieve selfsh or trivial ends. The women I studied therefore dr"* ,
sharp line berween unsought precognirive experiences and delving, which is
designed to harness these powerful abilities and claim them for one's own. The
latter corrupts or backfres, the former does not. Supernarural experience thar
is not deliberately courted is considered both safe and good because it is an
exrension of ordinary loving intuition, but any amempr to deliberately seek
knowledge of the future is dangerously audacious, and retribution will surely
follow. These contrasts, I believe, are born out of the respect that elderly
women have for the traditional female role. Their adherence ro convenrional
female virtues leads them to make sharp moral distinctions between the rwo
strands of precognitive traditions outlined earlier, eschewing the active-objec-

tive divinatory tradition of which delving is a part, and embracing the recep-

tive-subjective visionary tradition of which psychic gifts are a part. Even

consulting horoscopes or fortune-tellers is not without danger and should cer-

tainly not be taken seriously, for that could be construed as a willingness to
"delve" into what should be kept hidden. Only by treating such activities unse-

riously can the sting be removed and the potenthl threat diverted. So the

women are careful to stress that they do not "really" believe in these things,

and are apt to hedge their stories and experiences with apologies and explana-

tions-"I did it for a laugh," "I did it for a dare," "I've only ever done it once,"
"I only went with my sister to keep her company," and so on.

Whereas audacious "delving" into the unknown by reading teacups or play-

ing with Ouija boards is morally dangerous, the modest and unselfrh accep-

tance of psychic gifts is both safe and empowering. In terms of sociosexual

roles, it allows women to "both have their cake and eat it."

On the one hand, the concept of psychic gifts directly enshrines the con-

ventional feminine virtues of intuition, caring, and sensitivity, and thus glorifies

the female character (I choose the word glorfrcs deliberately; psychic powers

both glory in the traditional female virtues and make them glorious).

On the other hand, and best of all, while doing this the concept also allows

women to act outside the constraints of those characteristic virtues. By concen-

trating on the notion of psychic powers as "gift"-something unsought and

perhaps temporary-women permit themselves, at least for a while, to achieve

a personal glory, to play an active role as guide and interpreter of human

affairs, to claim status and authority within their group-all without giving up

their claim to feminine modesry. In brief, the concept of psychic gifts allows

women to act out-of-role while still in-role.
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Conclusion

Finally, how far are the beliefs I have described as part of the folklore of a
neighborhood group of elderlv women common ,o oih.. social eroups?

Mv work permits onlv an impressionistic discus-sion of this-question, but
some rrends rrc ncverrheless discernib]c and rvourd br worth fol lowrng up ln e
subsequenr stud1,. pur;.t* the months I worked in rny father's clir.,i., i 

"l.ospoKe ro rwenty-one rounger''vomen (one sirteen,year-old and rwenry wofilen
ben'een rhe ages of forryand sixry) and to thirteen men, nine of whom were
husbands of won"ren in tl.re main srudy group. If the beliefls of these (admittedly
small) alte.rarive sarnples are analyzed, some inreresring and suggestive pat-
rerns emerge.

^ 
Among younger women, belief in fortune_telling, astrology, ancl other

forms of divination is signficantry higher than among th. old., women.
Thirry-rwo percenr of then.r believe in horoscopes, 45 percent rhink that one's
characrer can be read in one's binh sign, and 53 percenr have some measure of
faith in fbrtune-tellers (comparable figures for ih" old.. women are 27 oer-
cent, 33 percenr, and 24 percenr, respectivelv). Elderly men rerurn lower per_
c€nrages on all topics except omens (where-and I have no explanation for
this-they score higher than both groups of women). Among men, scores are
particularlv low for telepathy (32 percent for men, .omp"reJnritl.r 67 percent
for the older women) and somewhat lower for premonitions (the men score 60
percent, the older women 77 oercent\.

Though partial and impressionisric, rhese figures do suggest that the par_
terns rvhich I have discussed are indeed elderlv women's i..ponr.. to tradi-
rional beliefs. o' the whole, the younger *or.r.n are more believing tha' the
o.lder ones. I[, for example, one were ro average out their revel of beli"ef over ail
sk topics rhac were discussed, o'e would find that their mean percentage of
belief in traditions of foreknorvledge is 50.6 percenr compared with 47.r per-
cent among older women. The significant difrerence, however, is that they are
much more accepting of the 

-"active,,divinatory traditions. Averaging orrt th"
percenrage scores over the different aspecrs of these traditions gives a figure of
29'6 percent for the older women , 6ut 47 percent fbr the yJ,,ng., ,io-..,.
conversely, averaging out the percentage,.or.. on the three ".ub]..tiu." t.r-
ditions (omens, premonitions, and telepathy) gives a figure of 57.6 percent for
the vounger women, but 65.3 percenr fo, tl.,-. old.r ln.s. This does suggesr
that seeking to know one's personal fate for personal advantage i, l.r, tabol'for
the younger women and thar, conversely, ih.y lry l.r, ,tr.i on the value of
involur.rtary fbreknowledge.

comparisons between the levels of belief among elderly men and elderly
women are also suggestive. Averaged out, men's percenrage of belief overalr is
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lower than that for either group of women (42 percent). This is despite an
inexplicably hrgh level of belief in omens (66 p.r..rt). tt i, o,i.t,,lty ffiriut.,however, ro ger any figure.s for belief in rhe divinarory traditio'. r*i oi,t"
thirteen men said that they read-a.d believed-rheir horoscopes: 

"il 
,t" ,..,

state or imply rhar horoscopes are "more for the ladies"-as are interest rn
birth signs a.rd fbrtu^e-rellng. one cannor help but guess that tr.i, i, b..o,.r.
rnen.of rhis age and class feel sufficiently i. control ofih.; lives to have no use
for these pracrices.

Not roo much should be made of such an impressionistic analysis, of
course' but nevertheless it is suggestive. The younger wornen and the men are
direcdy comparable with the women of the stud"y group, in ,h", ,h.f lltf.,
only by virtue of age or sex, bur not both. This is specially true of the men, the
majoriw of whom were married ro women in the study g.oup. It *ould follo*
that differences in their pa*erns of belief urre a Function of age and sex raken
togeth.er. In turn this suggests that the operational f..to, -urr"b. ^g.- ,nJ .."-
related cultural contacts.

N,ore rvould need to be done to confirm rvhether these are universal pat-
terns among elderll. women, or whether they are perhaps most rl,pical of _ia-
dle-class chrrrchgoers. I would be rnost interested,o l.ni. of anystudies which
would serve to confirm or challenge rhe patterns of belief thar I have described
here'.Meanwhile, I hope that my o,"vr work may ar least show whar a rvealth
of folklore there is ro be explored h even rhe mosr prosaic of everyday sur_
roundings.
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III

Demons and Gods: Cultural
Adaptations and Incorporations

Within a society, elements of the supernatural might be included
within a broad spectrum of belief, but how that assimilation takes olace
or in what form varies from culture to culture. This final section orovioes
three rather diverse accounts of how the supernatural functions among
groups in the United States.

In Chapter 8, Erika Brady provides an intriguing look into the world of
evil spirits, exorcisms, and Roman Catholic priests. Through her stu-
dents, Brady collected several accounts in which an individual either
was possessed by or somehow encountered a malevolent force, and,
accordingly, sought the help of a Catholic priest. Curious about follow-
ing up on these accounts, Brady undenook field research with Catholic
priests in her region, collecting their remarks on these legends. Her find-
ings and insightful comments provide a unique perspective on interpre-
tation of events, the influence of media, and the experiences of those
whose profession links them directly to the arena of supernatural belief.

Focusing on the Hawaiian goddess Pele, anthropologist Joyce Ham-
mond explores the concept of Other, something both sought and feared
as it applies to the tourist experience, desirable precisely because it is
distinct from self and one's typical experiences; Hammond examines
the function and value of this distinction. Initially often skeptical, some
tourists later place credence in the Pele legends encountered during
their visit to Hawaii. Whether they are human fabrications or actual,
independently existing figures, substances, or essences, gods like
Pele-although conceived of differently by Hawaiian natives and Dy
non-native tourists-become symbolic of the exotic physical environ-
ment and culture, and of individual interaction with both.

In Chapter 10, Shelley Adler discusses the vital concept of how belief
in the supernatural can affect health and one's sense of well-being.


