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 Talk, Mr. Nathaniel Alden had discovered, was chiefly

gossip, and gossip encouraged a morbid interest in

matters that didn't concern one.

—GEORGE SANTAYANA, The Last Puritan

Mme de Saint-Simon, all goodness, tried in vain to
 
check our more outrageous utterances, but the brakes
 
were off, and there ensued the most fearful struggle
 
between the expression of sentiments that, humanly
 
speaking, were quite natural, and the sensation that
 
they were not altogether Christian.

—Memoirs of the Duc de Saint-Simon

The two most interesting things in life are metaphysics

and gossip.

—E. M. CIORAN



 Preface

This is a book about gossip, that much-excoriated yet apparently unstoppable human activity that knows neither historical nor cultural bounds. Educated fleas may not do it, but all human beings seem to enjoy that conspiratorial atmosphere of intimacy in which two or three people talk about another person who isn't in the room. Usually they say things about this person that he would prefer not to have said. They might talk about his misbehavior in any number of realms (sexual, financial, domestic, hygienic, or any other that allows for moral disapprobation) or about his frailties (his hypocrisy, tastelessness, immodesty, neuroses, etc.). Or they might just wish to analyze his character, attempting to get at why his has been a life of such extraordinary undeserved success or such unequivocally merited failure.

Gossip has of course long had a ferociously bad press. Trivial has its subject matter been deemed, vulgar and wayward its practitioners inevitably designated. The intellectual equivalent of chewing gum—such has been among the many unkind things it has been called. In the eighteenth century, the Duc de Saint-Simon, that busy courtier at the Versailles of Louis XIV provides a brief portrait of the type of the gossip, about a jumped-up servant and social climber named Saumery, that reads with the bold caricatural quality of a Daumier drawing: "He put on airs and looked important, never perceiving that he was merely ill-bred. He whispered into people's ears or shielded his mouth with his hand, often sniggering, and then promptly disappearing, always filled with gossip." One needs to add here that the Duc de Saint-Simon's Memoirs, chronicling all that went on in the court of the Sun King, themselves provide one of the most sustained acts of high-grade gossip on historical record. But gossip, make no mistake, always implies a judgment.

 


 Yet however bad the odor it has generally found itself in, gossip persists. More than persists, its power continues to grow, its sway to become more pervasive. Why, despite all the religious and secular strictures against it, does it refuse to go away? How has it come about that gossip has increased its domain extravagantly in recent decades, so that where once it was thought an activity best conducted over a backyard fence, usually believed to be engaged in by women, it now dominates the news and has become all but synonymous with leaks in high places that can help bring down governments, and has found vast reinvigoration on the Internet? Why is the appetite for gossip apparently unslakable? Why is it so enticing? What are its true functions? Who needs it? Why has it increased so in our own day?

These are but a few of the questions that are taken up in this book about an activity whose full meaning not all of us understand—including, as he sets out to investigate it, the author—but that most of us continue to enjoy.

The history of gossip has never been written—and it isn't, strictly speaking, written here—but if one were to sketch it out quickly, gossip would begin as an intimate and personal act most often carried on between two persons; then, with the advent of the printing press, it soon became public, with men and women earning their living discovering and purveying gossip to a mass audience, which of course continues in our day; the appetite for public gossip having been established, purveyors of it were never found to be in short supply, and in recent decades they have been immensely aided by the spread of cable television and the advent of the Internet. As the means, the technologies, of gossip have widened, so, naturally enough, has its influence.


 If the reader of this book comes away with nothing else, I hope he will at least have realized that the major rap against gossip, that it is trivial, is no longer the main thing to be said about it, if ever it was. For gossip has come to play a larger and larger role in public life, and, as I argue, in ways that can thrum with significance and odd side effects.

I was drawn to the subject of gossip, first, because I took such pleasure in receiving it, having over the years had friends who were artful in conveying it, some of them working in fairly high places or living among putatively glamorous people. I am also drawn to the nature of gossip, which, though often false and not less often malicious, can also be a species of truth, deliverable in no other way than by word of mouth, personal letter, diaries and journals published posthumously, and not obtainable otherwise. Just because information is begun in gossip does not mean it can't also be true. Gossip's particular brand of truth is beguiling truth: beguiling in the sense of being enticing, charming, sometimes deceptive, and always in need of being strained through skeptical intelligence. Gossip can be mean, vicious even, yet also hugely entertaining, helpful, and important—and on occasion all of these things at once. The book you are about to read attempts to explain how and why this is.


 I. PRIVATE GOSSIP




 1. How It Works

Molly was a woman much on the telephone. When it rang she had just enquired: "Well, what's the gossip?"

—DORIS LESSING, The Golden Notebook


 


CONSIDER GOSSIP IN its bare bones, the mechanics of it, how it works. One person tells another person something about a third person that may or may not have a basis in fact. Like as not, what the first person has to tell goes to the absent person's reputation. Dealing with his personal life, it usually serves to diminish or tarnish that reputation. Why did the first person decide to tell it? Perhaps because he bears the absent person a grudge. Perhaps because the absent person's behavior, the subject of the item of gossip, angers or strongly puts him off. Perhaps because he finds the behavior he is describing too amusing or freakish or astounding to withhold telling. Perhaps because he is reasonably confident that he will be charming the person to whom he is relaying the gossip, who will be indebted to him for a few moments of entertainment. Perhaps because he senses that conveying this bit of information will increase the intimacy between him and the person with whom he is gossiping.

Listening to gossip can be likened to receiving stolen goods; it puts you in immediate collusion with the person conveying the gossip to you. Sometimes the person who initiates the gossip asks the person to whom he is telling it to keep it to himself. Sometimes secrecy is implied, sometimes not. If the gossip has an element of real excitement to it, the request that the item go no further is unlikely to be honored. Some of the best gossip is intramural, taking place within a smallish group: an office, a school, a neighborhood, a village or small town. My first encounter with gossip of this kind had to do with stories of sexual exploits that teenage boys at my high school told to other boys about the girls they went out with. "Kissing and telling" is the traditional term for this sort of gossip. There was during that time, to be sure, a fair amount of not kissing but telling anyway, or of obviously heightening and dramatizing one's rather pathetic conquests, a clear case of enhancing one's status by retailing false gossip.

 In less intramural settings, often one's social perspective or one's politics will direct one's interest in gossip. Whether one thinks oneself liberal or conservative, one's field of gossip interest is likely to be very different. Conservatives were blown away by Bill Clinton stories, liberals made uneasy by them. Two persistent bits of gossip about Martin Luther King Jr. are that he amply plagiarized his doctoral thesis and that, though married, he had lots of love affairs, including a steady liaison with a woman who was a dean at Cornell. If one is an admirer of Dr. King's, one doesn't want to hear such stories; if one is not, or even if one is skeptical about public heroes generally, such gossip has its natural appeal in bringing down an ostensibly great man. An even better story has King determined to fire Jesse Jackson just before the end of his life—better, that is, for all those people who consider Jesse Jackson essentially a fraud. The same applies to John F. Kennedy stories; if you care for him, you are likely to be less attentive to all those upstairs-at-the-White-House stories with movie stars and Mafia molls, and if you don't much like him, bring on more such stories. Gossip, as the old New York Post gossip columnist Earl Wilson once put it, "is hearing something you like about someone you don't."

Not all gossip need be malicious, mean-spirited, vengeanceseeking, status-enhancing, though much of it is. All gossip starts out as people talking about other people. The distinction between gossip and rumors is that the latter are more often about incidents, events, supposed happenings, or things that are about to happen to people, and generally not about the current or past conduct of people; rumor tends to be unsubstantiated, events or incidents whose truth is still in the realm of speculation. Cass Sunstein, in his On Rumors, writes that rumors "refer roughly to claims of fact—about people, groups, events, and institutions—that have not been shown to be true, but that move from one person to another, and have credibility not because direct evidence is known to support them, but because other people seem to believe them." Compared to gossip, rumors are also less specific, more general, more diffuse, less personal in content and in the manner in which they are disseminated. Rumors can lead to gossip, and gossip can reinforce rumors. But gossip is particular, told to a carefully chosen audience, and is specifically information about other people.

 Other people is the world's most fascinating subject. Apart from other people, there can only be shoptalk, or gab about sports, politics, clothes, food, books, music, or some similar general item. Talk is possible about the great issues and events and questions, both of the day and of eternity, about which most of us operate in the realm of mere opinion and often don't have all that much—or anything all that interesting—to say. How long, really, does one wish to talk, at least with friends, about the conditions for peace in the Middle East, the probable direction of the economy, the existence of God? For most of us, truth to tell, not very long.

So much easier, so much more entertaining, to talk about the decaying marriage of an acquaintance, the extravagant pretensions of in-laws, the sexual braggadocio of a bachelor friend. Most gossip, or most of the best gossip, is about dubious if not downright reprehensible behavior. The best of it is about people with whom one has a direct acquaintance. Served with a dash of humor it can be awfully fine stuff, even if one has never met the person being gossiped about.

 Years ago a friend in London told me that the playwright Harold Pinter wrote rather poor poems—my friend called them, in fact, "pukey little poems"—that he sent out in multiple Xerox copies to friends, then sat back to await their praise. One such poem was about the cricketer Len Hutton, the English equivalent of Joe DiMaggio; the poem, in its entirety, runs: "I knew Len Hutton in his prime,/Another time, another time." After Pinter had sent out the copies, its recipients, as usual, wrote or telephoned to tell him how fine the poem was, how he had caught the matter with perfect laconic precision, how touched and moved they were by it—with the single exception of a man who made no response whatsoever. When Pinter hadn't heard from this man after two weeks, he called to ask if he had in fact received the poem. "Yes," said the man, "I have indeed." Unable to hold back, Pinter asked, "Well, Simon, what did you think of it?" Pausing briefly, the man replied, "Actually, I haven't quite finished it."

This is gossip on the model of a joke—gossip with a punch line. What is of greatest interest about it as an item of gossip is the continuing need on the part of its subject, a world-famous playwright, a Nobel Prize winner, for these driblets of praise. It is a story about pathetic vanity. One might think so successful a writer had already had more than his share of praise, but no scribbler seems ever to have had enough of what Thomas Mann called vitamin P. This is gossip as analysis, or test, of character, with the character, as in almost all good gossip in this realm, failing to pass.

I'm not sure that merely insulting someone behind his back, a variant of the catty remark, constitutes gossip. Another friend of mine not long ago wrote to me of an acquaintance of ours that his "appalling wife Janice made him the most famous cuckold in New York, but who can blame her?" I had known about my acquaintance's wife leaving him for another man, so this insult scarcely constituted news. Yet it is unclear whether the material of gossip always has to be new. Some gossip, of the species known as backbiting, can be about no more than two people rehearsing the already well-known failings or sad tribulations of a third person.

 "Well, I do a lot of talking and the 'I' is not often absent," the writer Elizabeth Hardwick told the man who interviewed her for the Paris Review. "In general I'd rather talk about other people. Gossip, or as we gossips like to say, character analysis." Isaac Rosenfeld, a writer who was one of the New York intellectuals of the 1940s and '50s, used jokingly to call such gossip "social analysis," and in this group the analysis was of a kind that took the skin off the person being gossiped about. The New York intellectuals brutally mocked one another's ambitions, sex practices, self-importance, and pretensions, all done behind the back, of course, and with much vicious inventiveness.

"Who is more devoid of human interest than those with nothing to hide?" asks a character in Frederic Raphael's recent novel Fame and Fortune. Some of us have grander things to hide than others; others may have very little to hide; but very few of us are free of being gossiped about, at least insofar as being criticized behind one's back constitutes gossip. Not long ago I was with a man who said that he had arrived at a point in life—he was soon to turn eighty—where he feared no gossip. True, he had no addictions, unless that of collecting books; had never cheated on his wife; was a good father; no scandal of any kind attached to him; he was modest in his pretensions—in all, led an honorable and quiet life. Yet, as I told him, he wouldn't in the least like it if I went about behind his back saying that his taste in food was atrocious (he prided himself on finding excellent, generally inexpensive ethnic restaurants), that his intellectual judgment was poor (he had enormous admiration for five or six writers, all social scientists except for Samuel Johnson), or that his opinions about music and movies were hopeless (he would not infrequently report on how much he enjoyed a concert or a new film). I can of course easily see people doing a similar job on me, attacking my writing, the way I dress, my own less than modest pretensions. If it were to get back to me that someone said that I was ungenerous, or coarse in my aesthetic judgments, or disloyal, it would sting, however low the truth quotient of the accusations. Nobody, the point being, is impregnable to gossip.

 One definition of gossip is "bits of news about the personal affairs of others." These personal affairs are a man's or woman's stock of secrets; their ostensible secrecy is after all what makes them personal. Georg Simmel, that most brilliant of sociologists, claims that the secret is "one of the greatest achievements of humanity." By this I assume Simmel means that societies have erected rules, implicit and explicit, so that we are permitted freedom from intrusion on the part of others into our lives, and without this freedom to protect what we hold personal and most dear, all our lives would be a vast deal poorer. That which is most secret about us—our dreams, our hopes, our small vices, our fondest fantasies, however outrageous or unrealistic they may be—is often what is most significant to us. Intrusive gossip, given the chance, would make a sloppy meal of these, which is why it can be so damaging.

Not all gossip is engaged in for the purpose of hurting people. Gossip can be wildly entertaining. Sometimes analyzing the problems, flaws, and weaknesses of friends, even dear friends, sweeps one up and carries one away in sheer exuberance for the game. The philosopher Martin Heidegger, not everyone's idea of a whimsical fellow, thought gossip trivial and shallow and falsely authoritative, denying that it had much educational value. Yet I have been in gossip sessions where people delved into the motives of others in a manner that provided more in the way of knowledge than the highly opaque works of Herr Heidegger. Heidegger himself—notably his siding with the Nazis and then trying to cover it up, his love affair while married with his student Hannah Arendt—was the subject of some scorching, demoralizing, and highly entertaining gossip, and there was even more so after his death.

If ever there was a mixed bag, gossip provides it: it can be mean, ugly, vicious, but also witty, daring, entirely charming. It can be damning, dampening (of the spirits), dreary, but also exhilarating, entertaining, highly educational. It pops up in backwater villages among primitive tribes and in great cultural capitals. The only thing missing from the Garden of Eden was a third person for Adam and Eve to gossip about. Despite much railing against gossip, it doesn't look to be going away, not now, probably not ever.





 Diary

Late on the dark afternoon of a cold day, I stepped into the Peet's coffee shop down the block from my apartment. Book in hand, I was expecting to read while sitting alone drinking my coffee. But then I saw'S. L., the one person I taught with in the English department at Northwestern University for whom I retained a high regard. Still attractive, she had been twice divorced and had no children. She had a reputation for seriousness and for fearlessness; for academics, fearlessness meant saying precisely what one thought, a rare thing. She was said to be a no-nonsense teacher of whom students were at first terrified and then came to reverence. Although we were never close—never met alone for lunches or drinks, never really engaged in extended conversation—I hoped that she respected me as I did her.

She was by herself at a table near the window. She spotted me, and I waved from my place in line. When I was given my coffee, she signaled me to join her, which I did. I had retired from teaching four years earlier. She, though my contemporary, was, I gathered, still at it.

"Miss teaching at all?" she asked after I had taken off my coat and sat down across from her.

"Not a bit," I said. "I had a fairly decent run, but enough is enough. A teacher, as I suspect you've noticed, is a person who never says anything once."

"I have noticed," she replied with a slight sigh, "though I prefer the definition of a teacher as someone who talks in other people's sleep. Auden said that, I think."

 "The same cast of immensely attractive characters still at work in the English department?" I asked.

"Yep," she said, "the three D's, as I like to think of them: the depressed, the disappointed, and the deranged."

"Speaking of the latter, is it true that poor Ardis Lawrenson committed suicide?" I asked.

"Yep. She'd been an alcoholic for years, and they found her dead in her bathtub. Like Seneca, she had opened her veins."

"Jesus!"

"Yes, Jesus, mother, and Mary. I thought she was merely another secret academic drunk. I wouldn't have guessed she was wacky enough to take her life."

"Is Baumgartner still around?" Louis Baumgartner was one of the great figures in the department, a short man with muttonchops, a Renaissance English scholar whom a fatuous dean had been able to pry away from Stanford twenty or so years ago.

"Yes," she said. "Baumgartner and the missus, the Bummies, the dreary duo."

"Did you know that the students used to call Lily Baumgartner, with her considerable avoirdupois and her black bangs and her more than a hint of a mustache, 'Ollie,' after Oliver Hardy?"

"I never heard that one," she said. "The little bastards can be cruel, but here is a touch of creative cruelty I much admire."

"I suppose Baumgartner is by now too old to arrange for further offers from other universities, which he used to do to leverage up his own salary."

"No man—or woman either—is ever too old to be greedy and crummy," she said, "especially academic men and women. But did I ever tell you my story about Erich Heller and the Baumgartners?" Erich Heller was a Czech literary critic, Jewish and gay, of deep Teutonic culture, who taught in the German department and until his death was one of the most distinguished people at the university.

 "No, never. I liked Erich a lot. Toward the end of his life, I used to go to lunch with him every three weeks or so. Even his snobbery—he used to talk about his good friend Isaiah Berlin a bit too much and with too great reverence for my taste—didn't bother me. But tell me about Erich and the Baumgartners."

"We were at lunch together not long after the Baumgartners arrived at Northwestern. Erich leaned over and asked me if I knew the Baumgartners, which in his thick accent came out sounding like 'the Bum's Gardeners.' I said yes, that I had met them a time or two.

"'Last night I was with them at Rudy's [the dean of the arts college at the time],' Erich said, giving the R a pretty good workout, 'and I was seated next to this Mrs. Bum's Gardener. An excruciatingly boring woman, let me assure you. What a creature! I am not an unimaginative man, but try though I might, I couldn't imagine making love to such a woman. I couldn't imagine it, I tell you, I just couldn't.' His voice grew shrill. He seemed terrified at the prospect of being thrown in bed with Lily Baumgartner. I patted his hand. 'Don't worry, Erich,' I said to him. 'No one is ever going to ask you to do so.'"

"The story suggests to me," I said, "that perhaps Baumgartner deserved all those raises for nothing more than sleeping with Mrs. Baumgartner all these years."

We went on to talk about the other people in the department. S. L. knew where all the bodies were buried. She anatomized the extravagant vanity of the poets—turning out, as she said, "their hopeless little dribblings." I mentioned the poet who regularly sent out e-mails announcing he had won some new negligible prize.

"God, yes," she said. "All his dubious achievements must be made known. I keep waiting for him to send a university-wide e-mail announcing that he had an excellent bowel movement over the previous weekend."

 She went on to puncture the exaggerated pretensions of the "so-called" (her qualification) scholars in the department. She knew who had attempted suicide, who was living with a lesbian partner, who had a secret drinking problem, who spoke against a putative friend at a closed meeting who was up for tenure, who attained to new heights of pomposity and unreality in his or her behavior. I added my own, on the whole less rich, bits to this splendid stew of gossip.

We were at this game for perhaps an hour and a half. S. L. served up her items with a fine rinse of cold irony. I laughed as I listened to her take the air out of many of my former colleagues' pretensions. (Had she ever, I couldn't help for a fearful moment wondering, turned in a similar demolition job on me?) Over ninety or so minutes not a positive word was uttered, no attempt at fair assessment ventured; it was purely slash and burn, with lots of salt poured on wounds.

I couldn't remember when I had had such a delightful time.





 2. Feasible, Uncheckable, Deeply Damning

If people really knew what others said about them, there would not be two friends left in the world.

—BLAISE PASCAL


 


THE MOST ARRESTING news, at least as journalists tend to look at the matter these days, is what someone doesn't want known. Hence all the current interest in investigative journalism, which is a dignified phrase for the activity of muckraking, whose goal is exposé. Gossip is very close to, and all but perfectly congruent with, this conception of the news: it, too, is almost always about what someone doesn't want known. In its baldest sense, gossip is revealing the secrets of others, though, as we shall see, it is not that alone.

In recent years, sociologists have been widening the definition of the word "gossip," so that it includes the useful passing on of information as well as the older meaning of casual or unconstrained talk about other people, often with at least slightly malicious intent and not necessarily confirmed as true. The latter is of course the traditional gossip that the Bible and the Talmud and every small-town minister inveigh against, generally to negligible effect.


 Just as the institution and industry of prostitution took a powerful hit from the easing up of sexual restraints among ordinary women, so has gossip taken a hit from our therapeutic age, which has encouraged the act of easy confession among friends and even acquaintances. If I voluntarily inform you of my own weaknesses and mistakes—my weird sexual habits, my addictions, my deceptions, my vicious acts, my serious and petty vices—it deprives you of the opportunity of hearing it in the intimate, conspiratorial atmosphere of gossip from someone else. Gossip is at its height when it carries a touch of exposé, revealing things not hitherto known, preferably with at least a hint of scandal added. Oscar Wilde remarked that "scandal is gossip made tedious by morality," an odd thing to say for a man whose own life was destroyed by gossip turned into scandal, with nothing tedious about it.

The best gossip also has a private, an exclusive, feeling about it. "You mustn't tell anyone about this, but..." or "Just between us..." or "This must go no farther..." are phrases that, for people who enjoy gossip, carry the equivalent magic of the fairy-tale opening of "Once upon a time." The most enticing gossip is that which is highly feasible, often uncheckable, and deeply damning of the person who is its subject. Should the "item," as Walter Winchell, in his day the world's most famous and powerful gossip columnist, used to call his stories, also turn out to be true, so much the better. The so-called blind item, begun by Winchell, is still in use in our day. Here, from the August 28, 2009, Page Six of the New York Post, is a small gathering of such items:

 


WHICH well-liked pro golfer once switched sponsors because he needed several million dollars in hush money? Seems he knocked up a stripper while playing at the Firestone Country Club in Akron, Ohio, and had to pay her off to keep their love child a secret ... WHICH cable news anchor should be more careful with his cellphone? After he recently misplaced it, a co-worker opened it up and found a nude photo of the anchor's girlfriend ... WHICH political leader in the Caribbean is under investigation by the US government for using foreign aid to renovate his palatial home? The $443,000 spent was falsely listed as "security and road improvements."


 


 Another problem for gossip tossed up by the modern age is sometimes to decide what behavior is damning, let alone deeply so. Given high divorce rates, is marital infidelity, for example, still worthy of gossip? Perhaps so, but even though it is still an act of betrayal, at least if carried on by only one party to the marriage, it no longer has quite the same moral repugnance it once did. People might still be appalled but surely no longer shocked by it. Or nowadays, with people regularly coming out to admit their suppressed homosexuality, is someone who has an undercover homosexual life worth gossiping about? Perhaps, but again, the frisson seems somehow lower than once it might have been. Or what about revealing a person's wealth, or the way he or she came by it? Balzac says that behind every great fortune is a crime; good gossip would speculate on the precise nature of that crime, but in this realm, too, we are perhaps less easily shocked than at any earlier time.

From the standpoint of gossip, there is still something entertaining about a politician notable for his strong stand on family values being caught in the company of a young man or boy with whom he is having what H. L. Mencken used to call "non-Euclidian sex." When Senator Larry Craig, a Republican of Idaho, one such family-values politician, was caught in acts of (homosexual) misconduct in a Minneapolis–St. Paul airport restroom in 2007, people were less shocked, I suspect, than amused to have another hypocrite uncovered. William Bennett, the former secretary of education, writes books on virtue and is revealed to have lost three million dollars on slot machines in Las Vegas. The serious gamblers I know were not shocked but amazed that he would be so foolish as to lose the money playing slots, which notoriously favor the house. These days, it seems, one has only to come out for family values or virtue and scandal is certain to follow.

Here is a bit of gossip I heard not long ago that I think qualifies as gossip-worthy, even in a nearly shockproof culture, and that deserves diagnosis precisely for its shock value. The names must be suppressed in print, as they probably wouldn't be if I were telling this story to you in person, because of fear of libel. (Much gossip is slanderous, the distinction between libel and slander being that the former is usually presented in print or in a movie or some other public version, the latter in speech or conversation.) Someone not long ago told me that a famous American writer had committed incest with her son. I asked the person who told me this whence he came into this notable piece of information, and he said that he heard it from a woman he knows who went to college with the writer's son, and that the son had revealed it to her in a fit of depression.

 Incest—surely it still rings the gong of striking gossip. Outside redneck jokes, incest, I confess, gets my attention. The story nicely meets the criteria of the plausible, the uncheckable, and the deeply damning. Plausible: The woman about whom this story was told was sexually adventurous, which makes her seem a likely participant in incest. Uncheckable: Journalistic criteria of reliable sources would not work here. To go to the woman to whom the son is supposed to have confessed this story of incest with his mother wouldn't be good enough. He could, after all, have been lying to her, if only to make himself seem more exotic. The woman, too, for reasons we don't know, could be lying; she may have a motive that is unavailable to us for spreading such a story. One could go to the son and simply ask him, Did your mother invite you into her bed for sex, and did you take her up on the invitation? He could deny it, either truthfully or by lying. He could also choose to punch one in the nose. The mother could confirm it, but she happens to be dead. Deeply damning: So it strikes me, and so I suspect incest strikes most others, too, though I am sure there are lots of people in an unhinged culture ready to say, à la the characters on Seinfeld, "Not that there's anything wrong with it."

Gossiping can be a dangerous activity. In 1976, the comedienne Carol Burnett sued the National Enquirer for reporting her "boisterous" (a tabloid code word for drunk) behavior in a Manhattan restaurant and acting disruptively around Henry Kissinger and his guests who were dining at the same restaurant. Carol Burnett sued and, after an extended legal battle, won. More recently, in Hooksett, New Hampshire, in the town's building department, office workers began a story about their boss having an affair with an office secretary. The story evidently wasn't true, and the four women most prominent in spreading it were fired by the town council. The women have since sued the Town of Hooksett to get their jobs back.

 Many years ago I was in the office at City University of New York of the literary critic Irving Howe. On his desk was a copy of the thick manuscript of a book that he was to call World of Our Fathers, which was to bring him considerable commercial success. Howe's reputation in the world of intellectual journalism was at its height, and yet he seemed melancholy. "I sometimes ask myself why bother," he said to me. "What's all this endless work really about?" Then he leaned in and said, "You know, someone not long ago told me that L. C. [I have chosen not to furnish her real name or initials] remarked to her, 'Irving Howe, just another Jewboy in a hurry.'" Now the real gossip content in this story is that L. C., a notably liberal woman, would make so blatantly anti-Semitic a remark. The story isn't about Irving Howe at all, but about L. C. Irving Howe and L. C. are now both dead, and yet, if I spelled out her full name, her reputation would be marred by this shameful remark. At the same time, by not giving her name, I drain this story of much of its value as good gossip.

A story I found in a gossip-rich book called The Grand Surprise: The Journals of Leo Lerman will give some sense of what naming people can add to the bite of gossip. In his journal entry for January 6, 1969, Lerman, a man who seemed to have known every celebrity in journalism and the arts in Manhattan and who was for most of his career a writer and editor for Condé Nast magazines, writes: "Onassis likes to fuck women up their asses. Mrs. Kennedy won't do it." Maria Callas—the original source of the story, an earlier lover of Onassis's, and a friend of Lerman's—told some friends that "being fucked up the ass hurt and was boring." This is going perhaps further than most people would prefer to go: gossip about not merely sexual preferences but the gory details of those preferences. Yet its ghastly privateness—that and the celebrity status of the names: Kennedy, Callas, Onassis—qualifies it for what one might call powerful low-grade high-level gossip, or would that be high-grade low-level gossip?

 I have an English friend who dines at higher tables than I, who many years ago asked if I could guess with whom Fidel Castro was currently sleeping. Given the wide field of possibilities, I replied that I hadn't a clue. He encouraged me to try. I put forth the names of Indira Gandhi, Dyan Cannon, and Lee Radziwill. Wrong, not even close, are you kidding? were his responses. The answer turned out to be Kathleen Tynan, the wife of the drama critic Kenneth Tynan. Here was this beautiful literary adventuress in the bed of the world's last successful (successful for him; not, unfortunately, successful for his country) revolutionary. Was it true? Plausible it certainly was. The Tynans were very left wing in their sympathies, and Castro would have seemed a great man to them. I made a mental note to ask Fidel about the authenticity of the story the next time I encountered him. Alas, the meeting has yet to come about. I also neglected to ask my friend how he came to know this. Still, the story bears repeating, at least in a book about gossip.

Gossip about people one doesn't know, or was never in close contention of knowing, crops up with some frequency, and not only at the Fidel Castro level. Lots of it is available in published diaries, memoirs, and collections of letters. T. S. Eliot, that most discreet of writers, as a young man wrote to his friend Conrad Aiken that "letters should be indiscretions—otherwise they are simply official bulletins." Autobiography is a form in which one gets to gossip about oneself—often, let me add, with roughly the same degree of truthfulness as gossip generally—and today people do so more and more, specializing in writing about their shortcomings. Why, for an unpleasant example, did Laurence Olivier in his autobiography need to tell us that his premature ejaculations complicated his marriage to Vivien Leigh? Who set the gossip going that Olivier and Danny Kaye were homosexual lovers?

 Some gossip about the famous makes its way down the historical grapevine, taking years to arrive. I only recently heard that the dull and dreary Duke of Windsor, in an item of this kind, is supposed to have said that Mrs. Wallis Simpson, the woman for whom he gave up the British crown, was the best fellatrix in Europe; Tennessee Williams claims this in his memoirs. A perfect piece of historical gossip, wonderfully uncheckable, but it also has to be set alongside rivaling gossip that has the Duke of Windsor a not-so-secret homosexual, though one bit of gossip doesn't necessarily eliminate the other. I have myself long been in favor of the notion that the rather androgynous Mrs. Simpson was actually a man, a speculation that, if true, could make both stories work together beautifully.

The gossip about the former British press lord Conrad Black and his wife, Barbara Black, who had been much in the press during the time of the legal charges against Lord Black that he stole money from the shareholders of the media company he began, had to do with his social pretensions and his wife's extravagance. In The New Yorker, a former friend is cited remarking that it is a good thing that Conrad has been able to wheedle himself into the House of Lords because it gave him a chance, as the son of a rich man, for the first time in his life to meet some ordinary people. In Vanity Fair another anonymous person is quoted as saying that perhaps five or six women in the world are able to dress as expensively as Barbara Black, and she is not one of them. These are both examples of the catty remark as a branch of gossip, and a reminder that malice dipped lightly in wit helps to enliven gossip and send it on its mischievous way.

Here is an item that might come under the category of The Way We Live Now: Someone told me—or did I read it somewhere?—that the sperm used to conceive the photographer Annie Leibovitz's child came from the son of her partner, Susan Sontag (though Ms. Leibovitz maintains that the sperm came from a sperm bank). If true, would this have made Sontag, had she lived, simultaneously the co-mother and grandmother of this child? Again, if true, this may well be something that the parties mentioned would prefer not to have known. Or have contemporary lives, at least those of the moderately celebrated, become so deprivatized, not to say depraved, that the spread of such information wouldn't be in the least troublesome to any of them?

 Allow me to pause here to say that I do not feel altogether comfortable purveying all this gossip, much of it acquired at third or fourth hand. I tell myself I am doing it to demonstrate some of the more exotic forms gossip in our day can take. I am using it, too, I suppose, in the hope of drawing you further into this book with the promise of more, even juicer items. My discomfort derives from the fact that there is still a thing called good taste, and I am reasonably sure that I have already outraged it several pages ago.

Someone writing a book on gossip—or on any subject for that matter—ought to be as clear as he can about his fundamental attitude to the subject. Does he find gossip amusing or largely pernicious, entertaining or chiefly in bad taste? Or does he hold all these words to be meaningless in connection with gossip, because he finds it another of those aspects of human nature about which we simultaneously ought not to be excessively proud and yet understand that there isn't the least hope for reform?

I cannot condemn gossip, at any rate not with a good conscience, if only because I enjoy it too heartily, even while I understand that too much of it lowers the tone of any society (later I shall take up the question of whether this has actually happened) in which it takes place, not to say often ruins reputations and destroys lives. Yet all my life I have delighted in hearing delicious gossip, and I have also felt the strange but genuine pleasure of passing it along and, on occasion, purveying original gossip. Are these guilty pleasures, or pleasures that require no apology? Isaiah Berlin, the Oxford don famous for his social fluency, in a letter to Marion Frankfurter, the wife of the Supreme Court justice, wrote: "I can never actually stop myself from saying what I want to say either about or to people—if I do life immediately loses all possible savour and I see no point in carrying on at all." Shameless, perfectly shameless, yet I do believe I know whereof Sir Isaiah spoke, and perhaps you do, too.





 Diary

Dinner in Washington that night in 1991 was supposed to be a foursome: Irving and Bea Kristol (who is also Gertrude Himmelfarb, the historian of Victorian intellectual life), the painter Helen Frankenthaler, and I. The Kristols had been living in Washington for some while; Helen and I were in town for a meeting of the National Council of the National Endowment for the Arts, of which we were at the time both members. Dinner was scheduled for 7 p.m. in the dining room of the Four Seasons Hotel.

At 5 p.m. Bea called to ask if it would be all right if Dick and Lynne Cheney joined us after dinner for coffee and dessert. I said of course, it was fine with me. Dick Cheney was then the secretary of defense and successfully conducting the Persian Gulf War against Iraq and not yet the great ogre that his political adversaries enjoy making of him; Lynne was then chair of the National Endowment for the Humanities. Lynne, Bea Kristol said, would appreciate the opportunity to talk to Helen and me about how things were run at the Endowment for the Arts.

The Cheneys arrived a bit after eight. The Secret Service men with their walkie-talkies accompanying them waited out in the foyer of the restaurant. Dick and Lynne Cheney had come from a movie, shown especially for them at the American Film Institute, for the kind of fame that Dick Cheney had at that moment did not allow him to take his wife to an ordinary movie theater. I remember how self-effacing, how modest, Dick Cheney seemed that night. At one point a congressman with a Mittel European accent, Tom Lantos by name, came up to the table to shake his hand and tell him how well he was running the Gulf War. At another point, our waiter arrived to say that someone in the room wished to buy champagne for our table in honor of Dick Cheney's efforts, but Cheney refused, quietly asking the waiter to thank the man who had made the offer.

 Much of the talk over coffee and dessert was among Lynne Cheney, Helen Frankenthaler, and me. She asked us a number of questions about the NEA, which we answered as best we could. Her husband didn't seem to mind her dominating the talk at table. Perhaps it was a relief to be silent after crowded days at the Pentagon and after appearing so frequently on television, which he did, almost hourly it seemed, with Colin Powell at his side, to answer questions on how the war was going.

After ninety minutes or so, the Cheneys left the restaurant. I found myself much impressed by them. So, too, did Helen Frankenthaler, who said: "She is a very bright woman. Her questions were genuinely penetrating. Very impressive. Really smart, Lynne Cheney. But tell me, her husband, what does he do?"

Bea, Irving, and I looked at one another.

"Actually," I said, "he's secretary of defense."

I don't recall Helen's response. I do recall the graciousness of the Kristols at not lingering over this, and that the rest of our evening together went along just fine.





 3. When Is It All Right to Gossip?

Don't speak well of your friend, for although you will start with his good traits, the discussion might turn to his bad traits.

—THE TALMUD


 


IF GOSSIP IS telling things about other people that they would rather not have known, then gossip also means, in plainer words, breaching secrets. Benjamin Franklin said, "Three may keep a secret if two are dead." Most people feel that they can keep secrets; probably few really can. Because of this, gossip, I think we may be assured, will never go out of business.

"Hardly any men but born gentlemen or men of culture are capable of keeping a secret," wrote La Bruyère, though some of the most cultured people I know have the largest appetites for gossip of the secret-breaking kind. In an earlier age, a lady or a gentleman was not supposed to engage in the purveying of secrets in the form of gossip, either telling it or receiving it; good taste argued against doing so. Gossip was another word for idle or loose talk, and was thought to be petty and mean. It was—incorrectly—viewed as an act engaged in chiefly by women who had nothing better to do with their time. Most people who have looked into the matter conclude that men gossip just as much as women, with the same frequency, intensity, and relish.


 The gossip spectrum runs from acts of disloyalty at a maximum to those of mild indiscretion at a minimum. (Discreet Indiscretions is the title of a useful monograph on gossip by the German sociologist Jörg Bergmann.) The disloyalty fades and the indiscretion lessens the further the remove of the gossiper from the actual parties being gossiped about. Someone recently told me, for example, that a gynecologist told him that when his patient Elizabeth Taylor came in for a minor surgical procedure she brought along security men to make sure that all her pubic hair, some of which needed to be shaved, would be swept up and properly disposed of, lest any of the nurses or orderlies on the job attempted to scoop it up and offer it for sale on eBay. This story feels mightily like gossip, yet I do not feel the least disloyalty in passing it along; instead I feel myself merely lapsing into wretched bad taste in retelling it. I also feel that, in the current age, it is probably a true story.

Gossip is, of course, a form of news. A character in Scoop, Evelyn Waugh's novel about journalism, says of the news that it is what people want to read, except once it's printed it's no longer news and hence not of much interest. The less widespread, the less well known, the news, the more potent, by virtue of its exclusivity, and the more interesting it is. Serious gossip ought to be an intimate affair, one person telling another, two or three others at most, something hitherto unknown about an absent person. Too widely broadcast, gossip, like the news once printed, no longer holds much interest. (Not that this stops the tabloid press from running the same stories—about Oprah's weight loss and gain, Brad Pitt's boredom in marriage, and the rest—over and over again. Enquiring minds, it seems, can take lots of tedious repetition.) And like the news itself, gossip is generally of interest only if it is bad news.

"No one," Bertrand Russell remarked, "gossips about other people's secret virtues." Although rare, gossip about goodness is, theoretically, possible. Revealing the name of a large anonymous donor to an unequivocally excellent charity would be an example of such gossip. Other, smaller acts of generosity and kindness, which would seem bragging if told by the person who committed these acts, are best recounted as gossip: A tells B about an act of extraordinary selflessness on the part of C, who is much too modest to tell it herself. Gossip of this sort, the reverse of mischievous, is doing, one might say, the Lord's work in reminding people that there is much unmotivated goodness in the world. Yet even in these instances it is in the nature of gossip to find behind the most altruistic acts low motives—expiating guilt, moral exhibitionism, tax write-offs. Perhaps here the Talmudic injunction that provides the epigraph for this chapter comes into play: saying nice things about people can lead, in the natural rhythms of intimate conversation, to negative gossip.

 Sociologists have for some while been at work on a rescue operation on gossip, attempting to uncover and point up its various social uses. In certain settings—the workplace, in large corporate offices, in government, in universities—gossip, as a source of funneling rumors recounting what is happening in the inner sanctum of an institution, may be the only way that workers have of finding out beforehand decisions that might have momentous effects on their future. Gossip can also be a relatively efficient way in which to acquire knowledge of the character of colleagues. Surely it would be invaluable to know that the woman with whom one is in competition for an important corporate vice presidency is sleeping with the CEO.

Universities are unimaginable without gossip, about who is to be promoted, whose ambitions have been denied, who is making what salary, who secretly loathes whom, or what new positions are about to be on offer, not to mention who is bedding down with whom. Being in on such gossip can be crucial to a successful academic career.

I recently went to dinner with good neighbors in the condominium building in which I live, where I learned, via what I suppose must be called gossip, the following: that another neighbor hadn't died exercising on his bicycle, as I'd thought, but by having an artery nicked during an angiogram; that a new couple who had recently moved in were in fact married, despite the woman's using a different last name than her husband; that another neighbor, a bachelor in his early sixties who had recently moved out of the building, was happily resettled in his new neighborhood and that lots of women in the building where he now lived were in mild pursuit of him; that a disagreeable neighbor was in a losing rivalry with a brother who had done much better in the world than he, which may be behind his general aggressiveness; that the janitor of the building is, after twenty-five years of marriage, going through a divorce; that another neighbor, after a stomach-reduction surgery, had had to go back into the hospital for a number of corrective surgeries.

 My neighbor was reporting things that the people who had undergone them were unlikely to report to me, perhaps because they, mistakenly, take me to be uninterested in such information. Quite as likely, I am less successfully inquisitive than the neighbor, a bright and lively woman, who filled me in on these useful items. All this is gossip without the edge of malice; it is gossip as useful information, and I was pleased to be in possession of it.

As such, it is a confirming instance of the notion of sociologists and anthropologists that being let in on gossip not only gives people a surer sense of what is going on but allows them to feel better integrated in the life around them. Social scientists in recent years have begun to find the role of gossip in groups a research-worthy subject. According to David Sloan Wilson, a professor of biology and anthropology at Binghamton University, "gossip appears to be a very sophisticated, multifunctional interaction which is important in policing behavior in a group and defining group membership." If one is having trouble with a boss or coworker, this argument runs, it helps to learn that other people are having similar difficulties—it makes one feel less odd, less alone. Sarah R. Wert, a psychologist at the University of Colorado adds: "We all know people who are not calibrated to the social world at all, who if they participated in gossip sessions would learn a whole lot of stuff they need to know and can't learn anywhere else, like how reliable people are, how trustworthy. Not participating in gossip at some level can be unhealthy, and abnormal." Yet in a paper called "A Social Comparison Account of Gossip," in the Review of General Psychology, Professor Wert and her colleague Peter Salovey allow that "gossip is overlooked by psychologists, both as an interesting phenomenon itself and as a promising venue for studying social comparison, stereotyping, in-group/out-group processes, attributional processes, and many other psychological phenomena."

 Most people in corporate, governmental, and academic institutions have no other way of finding things out besides through gossip. Rumors stimulate gossip, of course: the company's headquarters are being moved to Phoenix and the CEO isn't going to make the move. Gossip of this kind doesn't usually violate anyone's rights; it isn't purveyed maliciously. Doubtless there is a good deal else that qualifies as useful and harmless gossip—gossip, that is, which doesn't betray other people's personal secrets or doesn't diminish or disparage them, even if conveyed behind their backs. Yet it goes to the heart of the matter to ask why good or useful gossip is, in the minds of most people, not what gossip is really about.

Lots of gossip floats in the ether of the morally gray. Consider the possibility that a good friend has the beginnings of serious depression, or worse, is entering into dementia. Ought one to discuss this behind his back with other of this friend's friends? And even if one has his best interests at heart, isn't one nevertheless gossiping—telling things he would hate having told about himself behind his back? And yet not to do so is to render his friends sadly, if not dangerously, ignorant of a matter about which they at least need to be informed. Not to talk—not to gossip, really—about this is to withhold significant information.

Gossip can also be useful for checking one's own status. In 1944 C. S. Lewis delivered a lecture to undergraduates at the University of London called "The Inner Ring." In this lecture Lewis argues that most of us imagine cliques or groups to which we yearn to belong; from the outside we see these inner circles as immensely appealing, and are ready to go to great lengths to be admitted to them:

 


 I don't believe that the economic motive and the erotic motive account for everything that goes on in what we moralists call the World. Even if you add Ambition I think the picture is still incomplete. The lust for the esoteric, the longing to be inside, takes many forms which are not easily recognizable as Ambition. We hope, no doubt, for tangible profits from every Inner Ring we penetrate: power, money, liberty to break rules, avoidance of routine duties, evasion of discipline. But all these would not satisfy us if we did not get in addition the delicious sense of secret intimacy ... But we don't value the intimacy only for the sake of convenience; quite equally we value the convenience as a proof of the intimacy.


 


Lewis's point about our seeking acceptance in Inner Rings makes one wonder if one hasn't oneself, out of a weak yearning for social acceptance, told other people gossip, possibly damning gossip, for no other reason than the desire for their approval. Providing gossip is after all one of the ways that may help a person get into an Inner Ring of one's yearning. Having people inside the Ring share gossip with one may also signify that one has at last arrived as a member in good standing of the Inner Ring. Of course, as Lewis underscores, it is better not to be so insecure, so weak, as to be worried about being accepted by the right people in the first place, but alas, most of us are.

The most delicious gossip penetrates privacy; the assumption behind all gossip is that secret behavior is being uncovered. When it spreads in a way that gets out of control, gossip can result in the loss of income for the person gossiped about, the destruction of a marriage or an important friendship, public humiliation, jail, even suicide. Gossip can be dangerous.

Yet why is hidden bad behavior more pleasing to contemplate in the realm of gossip than modest good behavior? People tend to act badly not always because they are intrinsically bad but often because they are weak or in some way deficient. Bad behavior of this kind sounds like the adult version of categories that used to appear on the right-hand, or deportment, side of old grammar school report cards: does not work well with others, untidy, poor work habits. In the report card of adult gossip the categories have been changed: sleeps with women other than his wife, does drugs or is a secret boozer, is hooked on cosmetic surgery, business failing owing to extravagance, surreptitiously suppresses (or releases) his true sexual orientation.

 Being gossiped about is one of the potential penalties one pays for bad, or sometimes merely unorthodox, behavior. If one does things that are unethical, devious, or mean, if one acts in ways that go against the grain of one's own pretensions to decent behavior, or through one's behavior attacks the reigning values of one's time, then, if caught out at any of these things, one shouldn't be surprised to find oneself the subject of gossip. The notorious and the infamous are always prime subjects for gossip; it is, in fact, one of gossip's main tasks to turn people notorious and infamous.

Gossip about people judged to be acting badly can also be gossip that, as the social scientists have it, enforces a community's norms. Although this is rarely its motive, gossip can act as a potential barrier to bad behavior, and in this sense can be a useful deterrent to such behavior. Some people will be restrained from acting badly if only because they fear that their conduct will be talked about behind their backs. Everything here depends, of course, on the quality of the community's norms. If these norms are far from admirable, gossip of this kind turns naturally ugly. Illustrations of the effects of this kind of gossip are available in Nathaniel Hawthorne's The Scarlet Letter and, much later, in Sinclair Lewis's novels Babbitt and Main Street, where conformity to a community's norms is crucial to one's adjustment to adult life, though often, as both Hawthorne and Lewis make clear, at the exorbitant price of the loss of one's true spirit and authentic personality.


 Gossip can work the other way around, and loosen a community's norms, in a positive sense, by increasing tolerance. Reading about the behavior of the famous in gossip columns, people begin to think that their behavior, though it goes beyond established boundaries, perhaps isn't so terrible after all. In the 1970s and '80s, for example, famous athletes and movie stars—Muhammad Ali, Woody Allen, and others—began to have children out of wedlock. Whether one thinks this a good or a bad idea—I myself don't think it is such a hot idea—the fact is that by the public knowledge of the famous having had such children, birth out of wedlock among the unfamous became, for better and worse, gradually less disgraceful.

In his essay "The Ethics of Gossiping," the philosopher Emrys Westacott writes: "I do not believe there is a single general principle that by itself enables us to distinguish between permissible and impermissible talk about others." Context for the gossip can be—usually is—crucial. Perhaps even more crucial is motive. What did the person who set the gossip loose in the world have in mind? Here are only a few of the many possibilities:

The first, and most miserable, is that he wants to do dirt to the person he is gossiping about; he wants his reputation besmirched. He dislikes him, is envious of him, or feels that he has somewhere along the line made his life worse and finds gossip a splendid weapon of revenge. He is therefore quite willing to stretch the truth, even to lie, through the medium of gossip. Propelled by malice, such gossip is obviously ethically unacceptable, which doesn't mean that it hasn't always existed, or figures soon to desist.

Another, less direct motive for gossip is sheer jolly prurience. Here the item one hears about is simply too juicy not to pass along. Usually, though not always, such items are about sex: someone is secretly gay, or having affairs with a mother and her daughter simultaneously, or was caught by a husband in flagrante, or is contemplating a sex-change operation. One gossips about such things because one feels fairly confident that they will capture people's attention, will bring pleasure through titillation. Most of us have a taste for hearing about things we ourselves dare not do. Being seduced into listening to such items of gossip is the conversational equivalent of luscious-looking but, one discovers upon eating them, slightly waxy chocolates. One probably should refrain, but ... oh, what the hell.

 A third motive for gossip is the purely informational, though the context may be highly personal. A friend is contemplating a divorce, or on the verge of losing his business, or has become so depressed that she has resorted to electroconvulsive therapy. Here, without malice aforethought, the view is that key people ought to know about such matters.

A fourth motive for gossip may be the simple appetite for analysis of other men and women, friends included. Two friends begin talking about a third friend whom both like. What a good person she is, they both agree. No question, yet isn't it odd that at her age she seems unable to break away from her parents? And why, in her three marriages, has she never had children of her own? People said to have had unhappy childhoods are themselves less likely to want to bring children into the world to suffer as they did as kids. Do you suppose that is the reason she never had children? Or is she perhaps unable to reproduce for some physiological reason? And if so, which one? Well, you see where a taste for pure analysis, even of good friends, can lead. Directly, it turns out, to where the Talmudic quotation at the beginning of this chapter suggests it might.

But the motives for passing along gossip are perhaps beyond counting. The next time you find yourself setting an item of gossip in play, or just passing along such an item, you might do well to ask why you are doing so. What have you gained—or at least think you have gained—from your gossiping? What, in other words, is in it for you? As a man who gossips as much as most people, I have begun to ask myself this question, sometimes with interesting, sometimes with somewhat sadly degrading, results, none of which, be assured, has come near causing me to stop.






 Diary

In the late 1960s, when racial integration was still thought an issue—and not yet largely viewed as a just aspiration, even in large northern American cities—the word got back to me, through the wife of a local minister, that gossip was going around in the all-white neighborhood I was then living in that I was looking for a Negro (as the word then was) buyer for the house I had put on the market. The neighborhood was working class. I, a Jew who had helped to organize a town meeting on integration, was thought to be very left wing. Rumor and gossip rode nicely in tandem here; it all made sense. Why wouldn't I look for a black family to sell my house to? Except that the story was entirely groundless. I was looking for any buyer I could find.

Here was a case of gossip having the reverse effect of reinforcing the community's norms. Learning about this gossip made me, in fact, hope for a black buyer, and left me more than a touch disappointed that none ever showed up to make an offer.







End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/samplecov.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg
GOSSIP

HOUGHTON MIFFLIN HARCOURT





OPS/images/hmhlogo.jpg
f‘\; HOUGHTON MIFFLIN HARCOURT





OPS/images/titlepage.jpg
GOSSIP

THE UNTRIVIAL PURSUIT

Joseph Epstein






