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						ANALYZING RUMORS, GOSSIP, AND URBAN LEGENDS THROUGH 
					
				

				
					
						THEIR CONVERSATIONAL PROPERTIES 
					
				

				
					
						BERNARD GUERIN and YOSHIHIKO MIYAZAKI 
					
				

				
					
						University of Waikato 
					
				

				
					
						A conversational approach is developed to explain the 
					
				

				
					
						ubiquitous presence of rumors, urban legends, and gossip as 
					
				

				
					
						arising from their conversational properties rather than from 
					
				

				
					
						side effects of cognitive processing or "effort after meaning ." It 
					
				

				
					
						is suggested that the primary function of telling rumors, gossip, 
					
				

				
					
						and urban legends is not to impart information to the listener or 
					
				

				
					
						alleviate listener anxiety about the topic but to entertain or keep 
					
				

				
					
						the listener's attention, thereby enhancing social relationships. In 
					
				

				
					
						this way, the traditional views of such stories are turned on their 
					
				

				
					
						head, and an implication is that there is no essential feature of 
					
				

				
					
						such stories just a range of conversational properties. The model 
					
				

				
					
						also predicts hybrid forms that cannot be placed into one of the 
					
				

				
					
						commonly named forms of talk. Some examples of these are 
					
				

				
					
						given. The wider ramifications for changing "cognitive processing" 
					
				

				
					
						effects into properties of social relationships are also drawn out. 
					
				

				
					
						The study of rumors has a long history in all the major social sciences, 
					
				

				
					
						including psychology, social anthropology, geography, sociology, 
					
				

				
					
						sociolinguistics, and folklore (Allport 
					
					
						& 
					
					
						Lepkin, 1945; Allport 
					
					
						& 
					
					
						Postman, 
					
				

				
					
						1945, 1947; Arno, 1980; Besnier, 1994; Brunvand, 1979, 1984; Cantril, 
					
				

				
					
						1940; Cornwell 
					
					
						& 
					
					
						Hobbs, 1992; Cox, 1970; Lienhardt, 1975; Neubauer, 
					
				

				
					
						1999; Rosnow, 1991). Research has also been applied to practical 
					
				

				
					
						problems of rumor-mongering (Bordia 
					
					
						& 
					
					
						Rosnow, 1998; Declerque, 
					
				

				
					
						Tsui, Abul-Ata, 
					
					
						& 
					
					
						Barcelona, 1986; Deodhar, Yemul, 
					
					
						& 
					
					
						Banerjee, 1998; 
					
				

				
					
						Difonzo, Bordia, 
					
					
						& 
					
					
						Rosnow, 1994; Fine, 1986; Harrington 
					
					
						& 
					
					
						Beilby, 1995; 
					
				

				
					
						Herr, Kardes, 
					
					
						& 
					
					
						Kim, 1991; Iyer 
					
					
						& 
					
					
						Debevec, 1991; Prasad, 1935, 1950; 
					
				

				
					
						Rutenberg 
					
					
						& 
					
					
						Watkins, 1997; Scanlon, 1977; Singh, 1990; Sinha, 1952; 
					
				

				
					
						Tishkov, 1995). 
					
				

				
					
						While the study of rumors, and more recently the related phenomena 
					
				

				
					
						of gossip and urban legends, has been ongoing, the theory and 
					
				

				
					
						explanations put forward to understand these phenomena have been 
					
				

				
					
						weaker, we believe. We argue that the two major reasons that have 
					
				

				
					
						been advanced for the occurrence of rumors-imparting information and 
					
				

				
					
						Bernard Guerin is now at the School of Psychology, University of South Australia, 
					
				

				
					
						Adelaide 5000, Australia. (E-mail: bguerin@waikato.ac.nz). 
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						relieving anxiety-are the wrong way around. We propose instead a 
					
				

				
					
						conversational approach that better reflects what is known about rumors, 
					
				

				
					
						urban legends, and gossip. The conversational approach also predicts 
					
				

				
					
						some hybrid versions of stories. 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Traditional Theories of Rumors and Other Stories 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Allport and Postman (1947) 
					
				

				
					
						One of the most influential theories of its day was Allport and 
					
				

				
					
						Postman's (1947). They were concerned with rumors during World War 
					
				

				
					
						II, and the effect these had on the morale of both troops and civilians. 
					
				

				
					
						Their theory was based on two assumptions: (a) that people exert effort 
					
				

				
					
						to find meaning in things and events and (b) that, when faced with 
					
				

				
					
						ambiguity in an important matter, people try to find some meaning by the 
					
				

				
					
						retelling of related rumors. This meant that 
						rumor importance 
						and 
						rumor 
					
				

				
					
						ambiguity 
						were the key variables that predicted whether a rumor would 
					
				

				
					
						be transmitted or not. 
					
				

				
					
						Most of these ideas were based on Bartlett's (1932) famous series of 
					
				

				
					
						experiments showing that as materials were passed on in conversations, 
					
				

				
					
						people appeared to try to make sense of them or find meaning in them. 
					
				

				
					
						When given meaningless or ambiguous figures to pass on, people made 
					
				

				
					
						them into something more meaningful. For example, an ambiguous picture 
					
				

				
					
						would be passed on (verbally) as "face." Bartlett's idea was expanded by 
					
				

				
					
						Allport and Postman: As rumors were passed on, they would become 
					
				

				
					
						leveled 
						(shorter and more concise) , 
						sharpened 
						(details left out), and 
					
				

				
					
						assimilated 
						(more coherent and interesting to the listeners). Notice that 
					
				

				
					
						this leaves the "finding meaning" as an inner or individualistic process, as 
					
				

				
					
						inherent cognitive biases. The leveling, sharpening, and assimilation occur 
					
				

				
					
						because of the cognitive makeup of people-what happens when people 
					
				

				
					
						process information. We come back to this later as a major unchallenged 
					
				

				
					
						assumption of both Bartlett's and Allport's reasoning. 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Rosnow (1991) 
					
				

				
					
						Rosnow (1991) revised and slightly reworked Allport and Postman's 
					
				

				
					
						ideas. Rosnow claimed that rumors were transmitted because people 
					
				

				
					
						needed to explain ambiguous or uncertain events , and because talking 
					
				

				
					
						about them helped "catharsis" and reduced associated anxiety. He made 
					
				

				
					
						four factors important for rumor transmission: rumors must be 
						outcome-
					
				

				
					
						relevant 
						for the listener, must 
						increase personal anxiety, 
						must have 
					
				

				
					
						generalized uncertainty 
						(like ambiguity) , and must have some 
						credibility. 
					
				

				
					
						Note that the first two factors put the cause even more "into" the person 
					
				

				
					
						than Allport and Postman's factors, because they are direct properties 
					
				

				
					
						of the person . The credibility factor was offered to make the model more 
					
				

				
					
						realistic , to stop the prediction that even totally fictitious rumors with no 
					
				

				
					
						credibility would get passed on. Notice, however, that in fact other totally 
					
				

				
					
						unrealistic stories such as urban legends and horror stories do get passed 
					
				

				
					
						around. We come back to this point later. 
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						Rosnow's explanation was more closely related to Festinger's 
					
				

				
					
						(1957) ideas than those of Bartlett (1932). Festinger's theory of 
					
				

				
					
						cognitive dissonance proposed that if people had contradictory or 
					
				

				
					
						ambiguous cognitions, then the contradictions produced an inner anxiety 
					
				

				
					
						or dissonance and so people would work to change this situation. Telling 
					
				

				
					
						stories would be one way to reduce such dissonance. It should be noted 
					
				

				
					
						here that Festinger's theory also predicts that people should not tell 
					
				

				
					
						horrific or anxiety-inducing stories at all, because the aim is to reduce 
					
				

				
					
						anxiety about events. There are many such horrific or anxiety-inducing 
					
				

				
					
						stories commonly passed around , however, and people seem to enjoy 
					
				

				
					
						hearing them. 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Shibutani (1966) 
					
				

				
					
						A sociologist, Shibutani (1996), provided a somewhat more social 
					
				

				
					
						account of rumors by describing them as 
					
					
						collective 
					
					
						efforts after 
					
				

				
					
						meaning: 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						In this book rumor will be regarded as a recurrent form of 
					
				

				
					
						communication through which men caught together in 
					
				

				
					
						an ambiguous situation attempt to construct 
					
					
						a 
					
					
						meaningful 
					
				

				
					
						interpretation of it by pooling their intellectual resources. 
						It might 
					
				

				
					
						be regarded as a form of collective problem-solving. (p . 17, italics 
					
				

				
					
						in the original) 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						This has many similarities to Allport and Rosnow, with language use 
					
				

				
					
						referenced as communication , with ambiguous or uncertain situations 
					
				

				
					
						needing explanation, and with effort after meaning as a driver. The 
					
				

				
					
						major difference is that this is a collective effort after meaning by which 
					
				

				
					
						groups of people "explain" ambiguous or uncertain events, rather than an 
					
				

				
					
						individual or cognitive effort. 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						A New Theory of Rumors and Other Stories 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						We would like to turn these theories on their head at this point, 
					
				

				
					
						and suggest how rumors are told not to reduce the inherent horror 
					
				

				
					
						and anxiety, but precisely because they are anxiety-provoking and 
					
				

				
					
						ambiguous-because these properties make for good conve rsations. By 
					
				

				
					
						looking closer at the conversational (d iscursive) properties of rumors we 
					
				

				
					
						can better understand their role. 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Why Tell Stories at All? 
					
				

				
					
						Before appealing to catharsis and imparting knowledge as reasons 
					
				

				
					
						for telling stories, a range of other functions for story telling have to be 
					
				

				
					
						considered. Most of these can be subsumed under the categories of 
					
				

				
					
						influencing listeners to like you , maintaining social relationships with 
					
				

				
					
						listeners, keeping their attention, and maintaining status with listeners 
					
				

				
					
						(Cheshire, 2000; Guerin, 2003, 2004) . To see this, we remind ourselves 
					
				

				
					
						of how important groups and relationships are to living our lives. 
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						Everything we do requires the involvement of other people, directly or 
					
				

				
					
						indirectly. What we find, then, is a huge range of ways of talking that 
					
				

				
					
						promote the formation and maintenance of social relationships (Guerin, 
					
				

				
					
						2003, 2004). People make jokes, tell stories, engage in collaborative 
					
				

				
					
						conversations, talk about work, talk about the weather, complain, seek 
					
				

				
					
						controversy, tell histories, denigrate enemies, praise each other, and 
					
				

				
					
						talk about television. You can also increase your status, "coolness," or 
					
				

				
					
						reputation with witty remarks, impressive pontifications, sensible help, 
					
				

				
					
						useful evidence, dirty jokes, interesting banter, and the like. Rumors, 
					
				

				
					
						gossip, and urban legends, therefore, figure as just a few of many forms 
					
				

				
					
						of relationship-enhancing talk. 
					
				

				
					
						The switch in theory is to explain the use of these forms of talk not by 
					
				

				
					
						some inner property of the speaker-anxiety reduction, meaning making, 
					
				

				
					
						or cognitive processing-but by the social properties that occur when they 
					
				

				
					
						are used. Telling these stories can mutually enhance social relationships 
					
				

				
					
						or improve a speaker's status within a relationship, and those outcomes 
					
				

				
					
						alone are enough reason to explain why they would be used. Different 
					
				

				
					
						forms of talk might be differentiated only because they have different 
					
				

				
					
						conversational properties and effects on social relationships. 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						What are Social Properties of Rumors, Gossip, and Urban Legends? 
					
				

				
					
						Table 1 sets out some suggested conversational properties of talk, illustrated 
					
				

				
					
						by four forms-rumors, urban legends, gossip, and "serious knowledge" (Guerin, 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Table 1 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Categorization of Rumors, Urban Legends, and Gossip into Twelve Conversational 
					
				

				
					
						Properties That Gain Attention or Promote Relationships 
					
				

				
					
						Rumors 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Urban legends 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Gossip 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Serious" 
					
				

				
					
						knowledge 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Is of general interest 
					
				

				
					
						to most listeners 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Of personal consequence and 
					
				

				
					
						interest to listeners 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Deals with persons known 
					
				

				
					
						to speaker or listener 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Truth difficult to verify 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Must be credible despite 
					
				

				
					
						ambiguities 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Can be ambiguous 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Short or long? 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Short 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Long 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Short 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Short 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Uses a story plot 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Attention gained with 
					
				

				
					
						horror or scandal 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						New or novel 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Can be humorous 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Unusual or unexpected 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						~ 
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						2003, 2004). We have included the latter for reasons addressed shortly. Other 
					
				

				
					
						forms of talk could have been addressed but are left out, such as complaining , 
					
				

				
					
						conspiracy stories, "sick disaster jokes," and regular humor. 
					
				

				
					
						These categorizations are not meant to be definitive but are our 
					
				

				
					
						suggestions to help prompt further research in this area. What we need 
					
				

				
					
						to begin analyzing are the conversational properties of these forms of 
					
				

				
					
						talk that appeal to others, have them like the speaker, have them just 
					
				

				
					
						attend to the speaker, and have them raise the speaker to higher status. 
					
				

				
					
						The main generic social properties we have incl uded in our preliminary 
					
				

				
					
						Table 1 are that the story (a) be of interest and consequence to the 
					
				

				
					
						listener, (b) be difficult to dismiss immedi'ately but also credible, and (c) be 
					
				

				
					
						attention grabbing or novel. There are different forms of these properties 
					
				

				
					
						and trade-offs among them . For example, urban legends are not usually 
					
				

				
					
						credible or of personal consequence to the listeners, but this is traded 
					
				

				
					
						off with properties of being much more engaging and attention grabbing , 
					
				

				
					
						and being in a narrative form with a story plot that encourages listening. 
					
				

				
					
						Short stories are usually more appreciated in conversations, but this can 
					
				

				
					
						be traded off by the story having personal consequences to the listener, 
					
				

				
					
						by allowing interruptions and collaboration by listeners, and by the use of 
					
				

				
					
						a narrative form (Guerin , 2003, 2004). As a third example, many stories 
					
				

				
					
						are barely credible, but they can still function as good conversation if they 
					
				

				
					
						have horror, joking, or scandalous content to assuage the listener. 
					
				

				
					
						Another important conversational property of these story forms, one 
					
				

				
					
						not covered by previous theories, is whether you can be the first one to 
					
				

				
					
						tell them (Guerin , 2003, 2004). Being the first to tell a story has a huge 
					
				

				
					
						"conversational cash value ," whereas telling a story to people who have 
					
				

				
					
						already heard it does not. So this property crosses all these forms and 
					
				

				
					
						people try to be the first to tell a new rumor, gossip story, or urban legend. 
					
				

				
					
						One theoretical implication of this way of viewing such stories is that 
					
				

				
					
						no 
					
					
						essential difference exists between the story forms themselves, no 
					
				

				
					
						clea r and discernable definitions. Rumors, gossip, and urban legends are 
					
				

				
					
						merely different ways of getting and keeping a listener's attention, and 
					
				

				
					
						are not independently definable in themselves except for their particular 
					
				

				
					
						conglomerate of conversational properties . 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Examples of the Social Properties of Rumors, Gossip, and Urban Legends 
					
				

				
					
						To give some substance to our preliminary analysis of social properties 
					
				

				
					
						in Table 1, we present some examples. Rosnow and Fine (1976) present 
					
				

				
					
						a typical rumor from war: 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The railroad has been mined . Bridges have been blown up. Hordes 
					
				

				
					
						of fanatical Chinese are ambushed to massacre the Marines ...These 
					
				

				
					
						and similar reports reached the small detachment of United States 
					
				

				
					
						Marines in June, 1900, as we were about to start from Tangku, 
					
				

				
					
						China, to the relief of Tientsin during the Boxer Rebellion. (p . 9) 
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Taking this as our example, we can see that it is of interest to the soldiers , 
					
				

				
					
						of personal consequence to them, is credible although difficult to verify, 
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