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Gossip, social significance and the void 
 
by Perle Møhl 
Anthropologist & filmmaker 

 

Gossip and social existence 

In Saint Brumaire, in the midst of the French region, le Berry, people say of a couple who 
does not talk to anyone, not even with the postman, of whom no one knows anything, and 
who no one therefore talks about, that they "live in the void". They exist outside all 
exchange, outside communication. What they do or say has no influence on the lives of 
their neighbours and vice-versa. They are socially inexistent, and talk came upon them 
only because I asked who lived in the particular house when passing by. 
Indeed, after only some months in this strange place where everyone knows everything 
about everybody else, where information travels at the speed of light, but where no one 
seemingly ever says anything, where silence and discretion are the rules, it becomes 
obvious that words forge social identities and are powerful tools of interference in and 
interpretation of the lives of others. Like forceful spells of sorcery, they have effect and are 
pronounced and handled with extreme care. Like spells, they do things. 
Science has always looked upon gossiping with contempt, as a futile activity, fraught in 
lies, arising from jealousy, meriting no interest nor analysis except in order to control and 
counter its negative, socially disruptive effects. Perish the thought of taking gossip 
seriously, yet alone looking at the content, at what is actually being said. Like detergent 
manufacturers, interested in dirt only in order to eliminate it. This repugnant aimless 
activity, so treasured by humans who indulge in it with no restraint... Why give it a second 
thought - yet alone analyse it - when there are so many noble and more sociable subjects to 
look into? 
Yet gossip lies at the root of the social. It is communication at its simplest, but with 
profound repercussions. Small talk with big effects. It is where essential information is 
circulated, it is where events are analyzed, in communion, and take on their social 
signification. It is where social lives and identity come into being, where individuals' 
doings become social meaning and significance. It is where the continual communal 
interpretation of other people's doings is interpreted and the current - and ever changing - 
social landscape is laid out, designed and reanalysed. - When a person is no longer talked 
about, when their acts are no longer transformed into consensual meaning, they cease to 
exist, socially. The void. Like the dead, who only cease to exist for good when they are no 
longer remembered, talked about, evoked into being. 
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Gossip and effect 

We gossip about the people we know personally. About those where the knowledge and 
the fact of knowing will have an influence, make a difference. Chatting about celebrities 
will have no effect on their lives. The fact that I know will not have effect in their lives. - 
The fact that a million people might come to know, is a different thing. We are no longer 
in the social, in the immediate world where our acts and sayings will have influence in the 
lives of others, but in the highly virtual world of media. And when the word gossip is used 
about speculating on the lives of celebrities, it might just be so that we can come to feel in 
a "gossip-like distance" from such people, i.e. closer than we actually are. We think that 
knowing and exchanging about them will give us access to and influence in their lives, in 
the same manner that we have influence in the lives of people we know and associate with 
in our daily lives. In fact, another word than "gossip" would be useful here, to denote the 
social distance, and the one-way nature of the knowledge exchange, its bluntness and 
impotence. 
As there is a "too distant", "too cold", a sphere where our knowledge of others has no 
effect in their lives, there is also a "too hot", a sphere of people so close to us that we do 
not readily exchange knowledge about them. For doing so, bestowing others with firsthand 
knowledge about them, would be rendering them, and thus ourselves, vulnerable to others. 
Gossip is therefore exchange of knowledge about people both/all interlocutors know, but 
not too well. 

Drawing up the social landscape 

In Saint Brumaire, people do not talk about themselves, they act, do things. Others, on the 
other hand, talk about these actions. So their current social identity arises in the space 
between their own actions and other people's interpretive translation of those actions into 
speech and meaning. 
Gossip is thus communication between persons or in small groups, about the doings and 
sayings of others who are not present. It is personal and communal interpretations of what 
these actions mean, adding new information to what one already knows, and how one 
should relate to them. It is creating order - albeit fleeting order - out the prevailing social 
chaos, analysing the relationships between people and groups of people. It is knowing and 
understanding what goes on in the universe where one is oneself an actor. 
From small indices and informations, gossip gives insight into the momentary 
composition/ makeup of the world. These indices and informations are interpreted, beset 
with meaning. In that sense, gossip is the creation of social meaning and significance. 
Like myths that create order and meaning out of disorderly, incoherent lives and worlds, 
they explain and render coherent the current state of affairs. For, as the world changes, 
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myths are reinterpreted and told in new versions to adapt to change and to integrate new 
elements so as to render them comprehensible and sensible. - With one of their ancestral 
myths about the creation of the universe, the Emerillon of French Guiana can explain e.g. 
the origins of high-heeled shoes and rifles, and why white people have them and the 
Indians go bare-footed and use bows and arrows, as well as the general unequal 
distribution of goods on this planet. The myth has been adjusted to a new world that it 
would have been unable to make sense of if it hadn't.  
So in a rough parallel, just as the Emerillon creation myths create meaning and coherence 
in our understanding of the world, gossip lines out the current state of affairs in a given 
social environment. 

Gossip and social spheres 

But where the social setting in Saint Brumaire consists of one, dense network where all 
spheres of life are intertwined - one's job as a peasant is inseparably linked to one's farm = 
home, just as family, collaborators - fellow farmers, often also family members - 
neighbours, friends and enemies; the store where one shops is run by a relative, distant or 
close, the mayor is a neighbour, one's children go to school with their cousins. One's whole 
life is contained and played out solely on this unique scene. What others do and say, and 
how they relate to oneself and to one another, how they exchange - words, deeds, things - 
or not, is thus vital to one's survival. And so is the information exchanged and the 
interpretations made through gossip. 
Living in a big city or suburb, one's life is almost always played out on a number of such 
separate social spheres: one's job and colleagues is one such sphere, one's apartment 
building or neighbourhood is another, the family is another, the sports club, shopping, 
friends, political allies, all these spheres are often completely separated or only mildly 
coinciding. What takes place in one sphere does not affect what takes place in another - 
there is no communication, no exchange between them. One can for instance change job 
without changing one's house, one's friends, one's sports activities, etc. The significance of 
gossip therefore diminishes: it is not vital to ones survival in the same radical way it is in a 
dense social setting, like a small village, an isolated sect or a boarding school. - One 
notable exception would be the social spheres of teenagers, for they tend to be much more 
intertwined than those of adults, making them more subject to and influenced by internal 
communication and gossip. Another type of exception is the case where a person chooses 
to privilege one sphere of their life at the detriment of all other spheres, as for example the 
assiduous businessman whose existence is tightly linked to and dependant of his job, 
career-making and success, who minimizes all other parts of his life, and becomes just as 
vulnerable to other people's opinions and to gossip as the Saint Brumarian peasant. 
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But at the same time, both of them, as well as the rest of us, would have no such social 
existence were it not for the transformation of our acts and achievements, movements and 
mistakes, into social significance. We would exist in a world where no one was interested 
in others, where people went about their affairs in communal indifference, where no one 
had influence on each others' lives and where words had no say. A barren, cold world of 
non-significance. Indeed a void. 
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