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This article began with two goals: first, to suggest ways that historians 
might use rumour and go ip as primary sources, and second, to open up 
some space between functi nalism and post-structuralism that would not 
only elabo~t~ on rumour and gossip but mig~ coax a tole~ce _for 
theoretical IDS1ghts that are after all, only analyt:Ical tools. As this article 
was written and rewritten, Michel Foucault and ax Gluckman turned out 
to have much more in common than I initially thought. Both theorists 
argued that commuruti constrain themselves through speech. 
Foucauldian notions of power expressed in everyday practices - capillary 
power - in which citizens are shaped by what they do and say echo in 
some surprising ways with functionalist ideas about how conflict is 
embedded in social thought and action. 

Rumour and gossip however don't have that much in common. In fact 
the eliding of these two oral forms comes from journalism and 
communications tudi , which seek to establish a genre of unreliable oral 
information: what rum ur and gossip have in common is that they aren't 
substantiated like news. But anthropologists, in an earlier, more 
functionalist era, bad more sense, I think: gossip and scandal were linked 
together as phenomena of speech and control, while rumour was news that 
one later learned was false. I want to historicize this insight, and replace 
'scandal' with accusation." It is a phrase that sums up the agency and the 
speech act of turning ordinary gossip into something on which action has 
to be taken. 

The important question may not be which phrases are gossip, which 
constitute rumour, and which are accusation. Figuring out how these labels 
can best be applied ma not be particularly enlightening. It may be more 
useful, particularly for historians, to try to find out what these phrases 
meant to those who heard and repeated them, over time and over space. 
Not everyone hears or appreciates or understands gossip the same wa -
some g0s.5ip and some rumour may be tmreliable to some people while 
sounding perfectly reasonable to others. Labels that foreclooe this latitude 
of credibility may not be worthwhile. 
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For historians, rumour, gossip, and accusation, are forms of evide 
need to use with great care and caution. However much street talk ~~ w_e 
~n 1750 resembles ~t~t talk _in Kampala in 1950, each must be exa~ns 
m terms of the spec1fic1ty of time and place. Understanding gossip r . ed 
unders~ding social _rules, value~-. and conflicts - not just for go~~es 
but for se:holars (H~vtl~d, 28-30). But the thorny question of how ru p rs, 
and goss_1p !Ilake ~tonograph:y d_epends on the history and the histo~our 
T~e Vamshmg_ Children of Pa_ns, 1s <l;11 account ?f the riots of 1750: it w~ 
said that the king abducted ~hildren either to dram their blood for his baths 
or to send ~em as c?lo?Js~ to New France. The authors reconstruct 
rumour and not from diartsts accounts, through gossip (Farge and R 1 1991). In a recent article about the trial of a "stupefier of several w eve~ 
in Kamp~la in 1953, the evidence I us~d for the gossip and =&I 
reported m n~wspapers was ~our (White, 1994). In short, the tenns 
rumour: gossip and accusation are deployments, not autonomo 
categones (but see Turner, 1993). us 

Gossip and respectability 

Gossip, as Max Gluckman pointed out years ago creates ties of m· ti'tn 
btw th .. Th . , acy 
. e een ose goss1pmg. e subject of the gossip, personal and political 
1s secondary to ~e J?r~ss. of _creating bonds and boundaries. Scandai 
serves to ~eep an mdiv1dual In lin~ when gossip no longer does the trick. 
Both gossip a_nd scanda_l assert social values, not as static traditions but as 
lea!11ed and lived practi~s: "ou~iders cannot join in gossip", Gluckman 
claimed, ~d added ~at a most Important part of gaining membership in 
any grou_p ~ to learn its scandals'" (Gluckman, 1963). 1 

. Such ~1ghts make gossip more aural than oral; the fact that it is heard 
1s m?re Importan! than the fact that it is spoken. For Gluckman, a story is 
credible ~ause !t sounds lik~ly - ?r inte_resting, or worth passing on_ to 
~earers, Irrespective of ~~ skill of Its tellmg or the reliability of who tells 
It. 01e ~ntemporary cntique of Gluckman emphasized the role of 'the 
gossiper - ~e one who co~d manipulate infonnation for his or her own 
r~aso~ - which pla~ed the_ importance of gossip in speaking, rather than 
fteru?g an~ evaluating (Paine). Such a critique, however extracted gossip 
rom Its soci~l c:ontext: gossip is "not only a means for' an individual to 

assembl~ _basic I~ormation on his peers, but it is also a technique for 
summan~g pub_lic opinion" (Szwed, 435). 

How . IS gossip o~ rumou! different from ordinary talking, from 
storytelling, or from Just hangmg out? Put simply gossip is a matter of 
~on1;e~t and ~nventio!l· It is talk about people whe'n they are not present, 
ut It 1~ not Just any kind of talk: it reports behavior; it rests on evaluating 

reputations (Gluckman, Szwed, Merry, Spacks). "One does not gossip 
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b ut a prostitute who turns 'tricks,"' says Merry, "but one does gossip 
:~ut the respectable matron wh~ is observed with _m~n sneaking into her 
house day and night"(277). Gosstp r~veals contradictions: When a ~oung 

an became chief in Phokeng he claimed not to want white people m the 
&strict. "When you hire a white farmer to plough your land, he chases the 
farmer away, ~ut rig~t now, ~s soldiers are white men, his house is 
uarded by white men (Bozzoli, 1991: 217). 

g In the western world the association of gossip with idle, malicious talk 
is quite recent, perhaps evolving in the last century (Rysman, Spacks). 
Other cultures do not see gossip as a single form of speech, however. It 
may not be poss~ble? then, to historicize _gossip as g~ssip without using 
academic categones m ways that peoples m the past might not have done. 
It might therefore be more rewarding to abandon categories of "idle talk" 
and ask how we think about talk itself. I propose an Africanist reading of 
The History of Sexuality, not necessarily because of what it says about 
sexuality, but because that is the text where Foucault develops hi:s id~ 
about speaking and the voice most clearly. These are concepts Afncamsts 
hold dear. According to Foucault, however, 'speaking' in modem societies 
involves far more than how individuals enter the historical record, it is how 
people participate in the states and civil societies that manage them. The 
very act of tal~g about othei:s - or ~neself - disciplines; the v<?ry 
practices of sorting out the eptstemologies that shock and scandalize 
creates and catalogues ideas about deviance and virtue which are enforced 
with each telling. Modem subjects are not only studied, counted and 
classified; they speak about these things for themselves. It is how they are 
managed. The "task of telling everything" allocated to subjects not only 
"enlarged the boundaries" of the subject matter on which they might speak 
but "installed an apparatus" capable of producing more and more speech 
that eventually policed itself.2 Thus, the "crude," the "crass'" and the 
"vulgar" are not distinctive forms of speech, but speech outside of that 
management (Foucault, 23-31). 

Does gossip police itself? or is it too crude? Abrahams' 1970 article 
elaborated on Gluckman and his critics, suggesting that gossip is 
negotiated between gossiper and audience. He argued that on the 
Caribbean island of St. Vincent, gossip, like story and song, is judged 
according "to whether it is judiciously performed in the right setting and 
under the properly licensed conditions." Gossip publicly condemned 
behavior that departed from community norms and could be used to build 
up the esteem of the gossiper; unsuccessful gossips were those who used 
the device badly, and earned community disapprobation for their efforts. 
Thus, unacceptable gossip is not the gossip that speaks ill of beloved 
persons; it is the gossip that is performed without skill or protocol 
(Abrahams, 290-301; see also Yerkovich). 

.. 

. ... 
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But what about the accusations that fall on deaf ears the complai ts tha 
backfire and undermine the position of the accus;r? Is such n . t 
invariably against well-regarded individuals? Or does it mean thalOSsip 
individuals are beyond reproach or that there is an ahistorical categ som~ 
reputation that ~annot be breac~ed by wor~? Neither, I :O~ 
Unsuccessful gossip proves that gossip and accusation are negotiated tha. 
' unimp~chable reputation' is a s~cific ~storic construct that on!' th: 
most skilled and the most appropnate gossip can impeach. "Bad g: · ~ 
inva~es a person:s privacy Tore than _a ;<?tnmunity ~11 tolerate (Ha::iz 
39); m Foucauldian terms, bad gossip . Is crude. Failed gossip backfir~ 
and_ causes more problems for the gossiper than the person the gossi • 
agamst. PIS 
. . If we. add concepts of bad gossip and failed gossip to successful gossi 
1t 1s obVIous why rumour and goSSip are such wonderful historical sour P, 
They occupy the interstic~s of respectability; tI;iey follow exactly c: 
contou~ _o_f local and regional. concerns. ~umour and gossip allocate 
respo~bihty; they_ con~xtualize. extraction. In colonial Southern 
Rhod~Sia, man):' African ~ers attr:buted the 1918 influenza epidemic t.o 
expenments with pneumorua vaccme, conducted in the laboratory of 
F~lcon Mine by Joseph_ L~ster - normally employed by the Chamber of 
Mines - g_one a~y (Phitn1~ter, _1973: 14~; ~ac~rd). In many districts of 
South Afnca, ~frlca~ avoided influenza IDJections saying these were the 
methods by which whit~s spread the disease (Phillips, 1990, 85:86). Thus 
rumours mc:>Ve between ideas about the personal and the political, the local 
and the national. Two elderly, dumb Afrikaaner women lost the power of 
s~ch not through 'natural' causes, ?ut ~hen one night during the South 
Afr1c~ W~r Abr~am Essau and his spies galloped past, this terrified 
them mto lifelong sllen~ (Nasson, 257). Years later, a woman explained 
the 1953 potato_boycott m Alexandra Township with a rumour: "the Boer 
who farm~ with potatoes had the habit of knocking down his lazy 
labourers_ WI~ a tractor. He did not bury them, instead he used them as 
compost m his potato farm. We were convinced that what we heard was 
true because even the potatoes themselves were shaped like human beings. 
They were not co~pletely round" (Bozzoli, 1991: 183). 

Successful gossip ~d accusation tell us how penetrable a reputation 
may be, an1 when It Is penetrable, they disclose the boundaries of attack 
and s~bve~s1on. Su_ccessful gossip and accusation must be keenly aware of 
the shifts m reception and credibility of certain issues. In the boom of the 
late 1920s, for example, Nairobi streetwalkers reversed the conventional 
tropes ~f res~tability and condemned the more discrete prostitution of 
N~obi s Muslim settlements: "those women in Majengo they stayed like 
wives, ~ey had to ~o with whoever came to them" (White, 1990: 59). A 
badly timed accusation, however, lands the accuser in trouble. Thus, for 
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historians at least, the power of gossip is more ~~ a coll~tive d~ligh~ in 
the vices of our friends and colle~gues. Gossip lS ~ reliable histoncal 

because it traces the boundanes created by talking about someone. r~; talking a world of value and behavior is constituted: that's what 
:Oucault's idea of discourse discloses; it does no more (Foucault, 27). 

Between Gluckman and Foucault lies, structurally and historically, 
communication theory. These empirical studies _of rum'?ur (F~~nger, 
Kapferer Fine) attempted to prove, among other things, which qualities of 
transmi~ion m~e oral info~tion credibl~ - was it ?verheard,. made 
uthoritative by bquor, or told with greater skill and attention to detail than 

a true story? The surveys and quantification of how belief is articulated, 
:ead with Foucault, may make the ambiguities o~ hearing anc:I ~g t?O 
concrete and clearcut, but they also show the skill and the discretion with 
which oral information is evaluated. They reveal how local, rather than 
personal, the evaluatio_n of go~ip is. . . 

Gossip and accusation are idioms of mtimacy. ~ow deep!y do we ca~e 
about the vices of people we don't know? An mterpretation of gossip 
based solely on Gl_uckman would imp~y that we might not care about the 
vices of 0. J. Simpson. One that combmes Gluckman and Fou~ult would 
argue that there is no diffe~e~ce between talking about~-. J. Simpson or 
talking about our friends - 1t is the very process of goss1pmg that ~reates 
the intimacy. In gossiping, a claim is ma~e to knowledge and the r~ght to 
speak it How deeply we care about the vices of strangers depends m part 
on the meanings attached to information - how scarce and hard to ~ome by 
it is - with which the gossip gossips (Hannerz, 37-38). Gossip about 
people we don't know not only bir_ids gossi~rs together in an ima~ined 
community of shared values, but bmds _gossipers to states and ~n~tions. 
Gossip about strangers may have mearung because of the "."ery intimacy 
translated to daily !if e by the original usage of the term. But ~ the case of 
strangers, the epistemologies of our caring . "percolates mto formal 
agencies of social con~rol". and out of thel:1- ~gam (M<?rry, ~77n., 290:94; 
Haviland 105). For histonans at least, this 1s a crucially important and 
theoreti~lly rewarding place to start, because if we can historicize gossip 
we are able to look at the boundaries and bonds of a community. Who says 
what about whom, to whom, articulates the alliances and affiliations of the 
conflicts of daily life. Christian Tanzanian women who transformed 
Nairobi prostitution in the late 1930s returned home as scathing about 
Muslim women as those women had been about them. One said of a 
Tanzanian woman who became a Muslim "she wanted to eat. Her Islam 
was food only" (White, 1990: 115). A form of speech that actively debates, 
establishes and re-establishes the criteria for success and failure, for 
prestige and scorn, is a tool for writing the history of communities in 
intimate detail. 



80 
social dynamics 

Voices and Subjects 
There are perhaps certain discomforting parallels between how tn 
regi1!1-es have requi~ed speaking subjtx:ts and how African historians ~ern 
reqwred them. The intellectual foundations of oral history of living pe ave 
- the life history, or personal narrative :- rest on some basic assum [:~ 
that ~ople ~re tI:ie most accurate chro~clers of their own lives, aid ~
expenence 1s evidence of the most reliable sort. While there hav beet 
piecemeal critiques (Vansina, 1980, di Leonardo 1987) thise . n 
d · ed Af · hi b th ' ' View ommat ncan story y e 1980s. And why not? The twentieth 
century could be best explained by those who lived through it espec· 

11 when those lives were not always deemed important enough f I~y 
historical record: African voices could fill the gaps 111· ooffr .. el 
d . d 'd . lCia ocu~entatton, an . prov1 e a version o~ events suppressed by colonial 
chroruclers (see White, 1990: 21-28). V01ces were considered such k 
tool to the reconstruction of African history that they were ~ ey 
problematized. ever 

~ut recent wo~k in history_ has_ queried some of the assumptions on 
whi~h the oral eVIde;11ce for histonc~l developments in twentieth-centu 
~rica rests. The notion of_ an essential self, a persona that sees his or h7r 
life the sam~ way over tI!Ue, now seems rather quaint (see Vaughan 
12-19). The idea that expenence alone can provide historical evidence ' 
the o~er hand, seems far too simplistic in and of itself. What coun~: 
expenenc:e and what counts as fant~y? How would people report thin 
th~t are s11!1-ply not c~unted as ~xper1ence? ~dhow do historians interpr: 
thin_gs which we believe our informants didn't really experience (Scott 
~~, 199_4a)? Whether w~ think that e~perience is the result of histori~ 
urufymg diver~ e!e~ents Into a narrative that subsumes differences, or 
w~ether w~ think It Is reconstructed from fragments that excluded some 
points of v1~w an~ were, simply_ ignorant of others, it would be difficult to 
ar~e that expenence, especially when derived from the words with 
w~ch one narrates one's own life, provides a more authentic form of 
eVIdence ~n any other (Scott, Prakash, 1990, 1992, Stoler, 1992). 

All of !his should ~ake the pr~ctice of twentieth-century oral history 
probl~matic .. The question o! who ts reporting what experiences in which 
~ay 1_s c~ctal to our p~cti~e. Research into colonial subjectivities by 

storians 1s rare; what historians have left to the literary critics has been 
too gen~ral and has often homogenized colonialism and Africans into 
unch~gi!lg monoliths. Hi~torians need to ask, what was a Tonga or a Yaka 
self hke ": 1930? How did they see the world and what was in it? What 
~as ~e Kikuyu s~nse of self in 1933, and how different was it in Kiambu, 

yen, and the Rift Valley? When people talk about what they did in the 
pas~, are ~ey talking about their present-day persona or ones from an 
earlier era• How can we know what someone was like - what they felt and 
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th ught _ in their twenties without rewriting their lives for them? In some 
~ of Africa we have enough information to hint at some changing 

pa tion of self, but for most places we have relied on a kind of 
~~historical wish fulfillment in order to use oral sources. What someone 
says in 1990 about himself or herself in 1935 is taken to be true because 
the same person is doing the talking. Similarly, what we know about 
African selves in the 1980s and '90s is applied to testimonies before 
commissions of inquiry in 1913 and 1?47. . . . 

Such ahistorical treatment of African selves has had histonographic 
consequences. The absence of historicized subjectivities in colonial Africa 
has given scholars African voices without selves, voices in which no 
embodiments, interests and powers strive to be reinvented and 
reinterpreted as they s~k.3 This mea:118, in ~ort, that the voice captured in 
an interview may be a nsky source with which to know and understand the 
self of forty years before. Barbara Myerhoff has argued that much 
interviewing of the elderly involves their own self-conscious construction 
of a coherent self, experienced "as a stable, continuous being through time, 
across continents and epochs". A life is reworked by the informant for very 
specific and personal goals: "The discovery of personal unity between the 
flow and flux of ordinary life is the personal counterpart of myth-making" 
(Myerhoff, 222). The evidence derived from people talking about their 
own past requires an understanding of who they were, and how they saw 
themselves in their past worlds.4 

But what about people talking about others, about gossip? I suggest that 
gossi~ is at leas~ as reli~ble . ~ people talking abo1;1t themselves. !f 
historians have failed to histonc1ze the self, let alone interpret people s 
words about their own lives, talk about others may be the only source left 
to them. Gossip, in practice, contains interests, embodiments and local 
strands of power. It reveals precisely those passions, complaints and 
revisions that are sometimes suppressed in the lives written about from 
oral interviews. In sharp contrast to the genre of unproblematized life 
history (Strobel and Mirzah, Davison), gossip reveals motivations and 
interests of the gossiper, at a specific moment. 

Listen to Kas Maine, a South African sharecropper, present himself as 
hard working and self-righteous as he recalled turning down the invitation 
of his landlord for a trip to town to watch boxing: "I refused to go and told 
him I could not stomach that shit - sitting in a tent all day watching others 
do their work while we left our qwn unattended" (van Onselen, 1990: 
111-12). The recollection about another reveals a self. Indeed, in two 
separate interviews, with different interviewers, over a five year period, the 
normally laconic Maine described "in almost word-perfect fashion" his 
early years as an independent farmer in debt to a local shopkeeper. In each 
version, Maine's attempts to settle the debt earned the admiration, praise 

.. 
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and favoritism of the trader, Hambly. What, van Onselen asks do th 
two recollections, with their exact level of detail, reveal ;bout :e 
complicated terrain of memory and oral history (van Onselen 

199 
e 

511-12)? I suggest that they reveal the analytical pa;sibilities of'go ,3, 
that in talking about the trader Hamb!y, M~ne pre~nts himself best.~~t 
only does Hambly become a vehicle with which Maine constru ts 
memories of himself and his impact on others, but in recalling Hamb] 
Maine recalls Ha1!1bly talking abo~t him. The line be~een speaking abo~ 
oneself'. and s~g abo~t others 1s hardly firm: that ts precisely my point 
~ ~elf 1s rev_ealed m talking about others at least as much as it is revealed 
m mtrospection. 

TI:rls raises anoth_er q~estion altogether: is all talk about an absent party 
gosstp? Most hl?ctionalists would probably say no, that gossip is gossip 
when ~th partl~ know ~e. ah5ent '?~e. Most Foucauldians probably 
wouldn t bother with _a d~finition (def~tions are_not their strong suit), but 
would argue, that Mame IS .~e real s~bJect of ~s recollection. However, 
Ulf Hannerz s 1967 adtnorution that the same information may be gossi 
or non-gossip depen~g '?n who givt:8 it ~ whom"(l967: 36) may hav~ 
been a presc1e~t combmation of functionalism, post-structuralism and the 
needs of oral history. A well-crafted memory may be told in a variety of 
co~texts. Tot: story of Hambly's praise of Maine may have had more 
pomted meanmgs w~en told to those who remembered Hambly than when 
!old le? those who did not. The appearance of such a story in a series of 
mte~ews suggests that a way of talking about others - whether such 
talkin~ was once or still is_gossip in other venues - has become part of a 
re~totre of ~ecdotes, ~ones and memories that the speaker uses to make 
pom!8 a~l:1t _his or her life (see Tonkin, Hofmeyr). 

Histonc1zmr~our and gossip means not only making them historical 
so~ces? but uti~zmg the ways that both are intensely personal. How do we 
wn_te history with accounts of ftremen who captured Africans and took 
thetr blood, of waters that turned bullets to thin air of witches who caused 
typhus? Reading gossip, _rumour, or accusation for' Ginsburg-esque 'clues' 
abo~t common pasts ~I doubtlessly reveal some history, but such a 
!eading ~nakes. the gossiper and accusers empty conduits for historical 
information (G_msburg, 1983, 1991: 1-30). The people thus studied bring 
no personal history_ to cultur~ history. I have argued (White, 1993, 
19~3a) that_ th~ ~etail_s of gosstp need to be read as hints or lenses with 
which to gam tns1g~t mto the local contemporary context from which they 
emerged. Rum_our, mother words, provides details about the period of the 
rumour, and ts not a vehicle for older ideas. Lynda! Roper (1994: 
225-30), !10w~ver, has argued that gossip and accusation must be 
contex~ed m terms of individual lives: the mentalite that accusation 
reveals 1s a person's, not that of a society. 
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H then can scholars get at African subjectivities? For several years I 
have ~n working on a history of East and C~ntral African rumours a~ut 

ts of the colonial state who captured Afncans and took them to white 
agen I who drained their blood. I have tried, in several articles, to use 
:op :tories as historical sources, arguing that these rumours had different 
anfoverlapping meanings depe_nding on who w~ tell~g them and who 
was listening to them. Labourmg men's v:amptr~ st'?r1es spo~e of ~e 
hierarchies within the labour process, while Natr<;>bI wome~ s ~tones 

ticulated the new relations of property and propnety emergmg m the 
:wn. For the most part, I have used _stories of colo~al bloodsucking as 
social, rather than individual, constructions. But what if~ were to read each 
and every vampire story as a personal statement, as evidence about a ~elf 
hardly revealed in other ways? What if I were to look at the s~1fic 
embellishments and embroideries in each sto_ry? These are the thii:tgs 
African historians are trained to weed out (V~~na, 198_5: 81). But l~king 
at the ways people fashion well-~ow~ ~tones 1;0to_ t~etr own expenences 
or performances may be a way to htston~tze subJectiv1t~. . . . 

The following is an attempt to wnte about colorual subJectiy1ty by 
examing embellishments. Zaina Kachui told me. a wazimamoto (literally, 
the men who extinguish the fire but used g~nencally ~or bl~c~er ~ 
many East African towns) story about prostitutes trapping men m pl~ m 
their rooms. It was common in Nairobi the 1920s and '30s, but her version 
had a level of detail and commentary other stories did not haye. I sugg~st 
that by contextualizing !bis v~rsion in te_rms of th~ life of Zaina Kachm I 
can write about her hfe without adding emotions she herself never 
expressed to me in many hours of interviews and conversation. 

A long time ago the wazimamoto was staying in ~ashimoni, even those people who 
were staying in Mashimon~ they bought plots with the blood of somebody. I heard 
that in those days they used to dig the floors very deep in the house and they covered 
the floor with a crupet. Where it was deepest, in the center of the fl~r they 'd put a 
chair and the victim would fall and be killed. Most of the women livmg there were 
prostitutes and this is how they made extra money . . . . Whe1;1 a man came for sex, the 
woman would say k:aribu, and the man would go to the cbarr, and then he would fall 
into the hole in the floor, and at night the wazimamoto would come and talce that 
man away .. .. It was easy for these women to find blood tor the wazimamot.o 
because there were so many men coming to Mashimoni for sex. 

I have written on this text extensively, partly because it is so dramatic, so 
gendered, and so much fun. The question I have not ~ked is why did 
Kachui tell this particular story? No othe! woma~ told 1t. All the_ other 
versions I heard were matter of fact, without this level of detail and 
cunning, told without so much energy, enthusiasm, and word play.6 There's 
no possible interpretation of this material as a cautionary tale about 
Pumwani neighborhoods. Mashimoni - Swahili for 'many in the pits' -: 
had lost its allure as a place for prostitutes several years before Kachm 
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came to Nairobi and Kach~ i~ quite c2ear th~t thi~ was a story she heard 
But the very fact that this 1s not experience makes it even m · 
significant that she told this particular tale more than forty years after ~hre 

d . e first hear 1 t. 
~a Kachui w~ P;obably born in Taveta around 1910; ~er father had 

imnugratt?<1 from Kihll sev~ral yeai:5 before: Her paren~ died when she 
was relatively young, possibly dunng the mfluenza epidemic of 1918 
leaving her and an older brother orphans. Her brother encouraged her "t~ 
go with men" to support them both, but he died a year or two later just 
before Kachui gave birth to a stillborn child, after which she went to Kitui 
She was not yet an adolescent: "I didn't even have breasts yet.,. In Kittri 
she stayed with a n:Iative of her _fa~er who ~e? to marry her to a man so 
many years her seruor that the distnct commis.sioner stopped it. "This is a 
daughter," she recalled him saying, "not a wife." The DC told her to retum 
to her father' home and, seemingly grateful for the direction, she did. But 
"that place was not good for me, I had to cook all the food and I hardly got 
any food to eat" and so she went to Thika for several years and took up 
prostitution there, eventually coming to Pumwani in 1934 or '35. She 
credited an older woman with insisting that she take money from men 
rath r than finding a boyfriend whose own impoverished state would dr~ 
her resourc , advice Kachui never fully took to heart. During World War 
II, a man friend offered to keep her very considerable earnings in a safe 
pla e for her with predictable results. evertheless, although she never 
a quired property, by the time I knew her she was living in two rooms in 
th house she had been living in for 30 years, keeping a younger man who 
was rumoured to be her lover and selling cooked food to supplement what 
must have been truly astounding savings. She's dead now, but she would 
be offended at any characterization of her life as one of failure and misery: 
sh was very proud of her accomplishments, that in her late 60s she did not 
hav t ask anyon for help. The elf-confident Kachui I knew in 1976 and 
'7 did n t re_fle t _on th intense vulnerability, pain and confusion of the 
pre-t n pr tltute m Taveta or the thirteen-year-old almost-bride in Kitui. 
In fa. t,_ sh t Id _m~ about h r arranged almo t-marriage in th course of 
~xplainmg I rualism to me ("'In th days the government went by age, 
If u ere young ):'O~. got a young DC to make a decision about you"), 
and n t as a d nptlon of the exploitation of adolescents in already 

ver-burd ned e tended families. 
But if she did n t d ribe her youth as one of pain and exploitation, 

h can I? Can I a urately represent Kachui with my own interpretation 
f what happened to her or do I pay attention to her words her use of 

languag her nse of _metaphor, play, and power? I sugg~ that her 
' erful fan y of passtv~ ~en eking only x, falling into pits, can be 

re.ad to re ea1 h r vulnerability. A woman passed from man to man during 
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h dolescence might well gloat at men passing through property. A 
er a hose needs were ignored by every kinsman from whom she 

worn; %tection might well delight in a story of women·~ ~gency and 
soug, pop werlessness a story that implied great male stupidity as well: 
men s ' · M hi · be many "after a few years men stopped commg to as mom . cause so 

h d disappeared there.,. A woman who had few choices about hoJ?e, 
m:Ut ~amily, about men, about everything in fact but ~e rem~eratlon 
~en gave her might well embellish a well-known story with details about 
housing, and with enormous power and control. 

Gossip and silence . . 
B t what about not speaking? According to Foucault, stl~nce ts an 
Jditional strategy. What is important are "the things one declines. to say, 

a i forbidden to name, the discretion that is required between different 
~r e~ers". Silence "functions alongside things said." Together speech and 
shence form discourse; speech or silence a,Ione_do ~ot (Foucault, 20-27). 

Starting in the mid-1970s, women s historians_ ~gan to equate 
women's silence with their being pow_er!ess (Gal)._ W1~n a few years, a 
new generation of scholars of colorualism, heaVIly mfluenced but ~10t 
necessarily instructed by Subaltern Studies, began _to l~k at Foucauldian 
silences as a point of oppositi_on rather than a discursive strategy. :n,ie 
silence of omission - of colorual documents all about _men, abou! elites, 
about colonized women described with all the malapr?p1sms of white ~en 
_ was read to reveal the gender and power of colorual agendas. Reading 
the silences of documents was a way to see who ~ttered, and ho~ they 
mattered, under colonial rule (see for example Spivak, Hunt, M~co~). 
This insight quickly got out of hand, however: scholars_ of coloru~lism ~ 
general, and oral historians ~ particular, beg~ to 'listen to stlences. 
Anyone whose voice was not mcluded had been s~lenced, and any number 
of interviews were interpreted for what was unsaid, rather than what w~ 
said. This gave interviewers enormous power, m~m~ than they w~uld admit 
wielding. Silence in an interview, a comm1ss1on. of e_nqmry, o! a 
courtroom, was no longer strategic, it became another stte of mterpr~tatlon. 
Listening to silences collapsed th<: differences between speech _and s!lence; 
it turned silence into a sort of mterpreted speech. Interpreting silences 
homogenized the different cultural meanings of specific s~lenc:es, . 

I want to return here to an old-fashioned, but Foucauldian, mterpretatlon 
of silences. They are neither spoken nor heard: tha~ is their power. They 
evade explicit meanings. The full import of these stlences are not always 

-completely understood by those who speak and hear them, let alone by a 
clever researcher. The best example I know of is from colo_nial Trinidad, 
the childhood memory with which C. L. R. James began his book about 
cricket. His aunts spoke of Mathew Bondman, an "unsatisfactory" son in 
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m " tmsatisfactory" family, he is described: 

as an awful character. He was generally dirty. He did not work his 
his language violent and his voice was loud .... His sister Marie eyes ".Vere fierce, 
and d pile all th circumlocutions, or perhaps because of th was 9wet but bad, 
empl?yed, I knew it ha~ something to do with 'men· .... The ei::; which my aunts 
had h v~ 11?-ere a long tune, and their irregularity of life exerc~ I!-~ f~m ~s, and 
my punlan1cal aunts. But that is not why I remember Mathew Fo its. ascmat10n for 
Mathew bad one. saving grace - Mathew could bat More ~ ne er-do-well ... 
crude and vulgar 10 1:very aspect of his life, with a bat in his hand~ Mathew, so 
s ty le. When he practiced on an afternoon with the local club peo le all grace and 
and walked away when he fmished. . . . P staYed to watch 

Mathew's career did not last long .. .. My aunts were unco - - . 
judg~enls of him and yet my grandmother" oft-repeated mp1t1~':1g m their 
n~lhmg except to play cricket", did not seem right to me. How ~~ ~~iliGood for 
cncket atone 10 any for Mathew's abominable way of life (J 3- ty lo play . . . . ames, 5)? 

This ~s ~rha~s as good ~ example of gossip, memory and silence 
colorual histonans could WI h for. That complex bundle of ~ • as_ a 

f Math B dman d hi 
. ouens1ve traits 

o ew on an s kin were common knowledg 
engro ing perhaps because they were not detailed. But M ~, more 
batsman was also not explained in detail. The meaning of his tala tewth!he 
th th tal · If ·1 en, ra er an ~ . ent Ilse , was a SI ence unspoken information that revealed the 
contradictions of race and class - and grace and style - through 1 ·a1 
'd · essed · · a cooru 
1 entity expr . . m uruversals: Mathe - was my first acquaintance with 
that genu~ Bn~mcus, a fine batsman, and the impact that he makes on all 
~rm.1~d him, cncdkdi~t~rsaland non-cricketers alike" (James, 4). The silence 
e~ Is not ~ a tion , rep~ version of the spoken, but a kind of 

SOCially-co~tituted un~~ding of what th gossip is really about. 
The mearung of g08.51~ IS ~ social !15 it i personal. It is pieced together, 

by many people ex~~gmg I~ormatt n o er a short period of time, or by 
one person ov~r a lifeti.m~ -: li -~ ~xperienc again. When several people 
exchange g Ip because It IS exctt:Ing what s reall goino on is a debate 
~ people arg~e th details and reliability of thi rumour ~bout the is.5U~ 
m~oived (White, 1993). Silence carri hin allusions references and 
o_piruons that are not contained in the oth r information, but it remains a 
silence, po~erful ~ it i n poken and cannot be pulled _ or 
decoded -. mto speech._ Silen do not nee · lend themselves to the 
same stra.Ightforward Interpretation tha po , n ords do, they require 
slower or loo r anal . Indeed Jam te Beyond a Boundary in 1963 
- a[ter _Black Ja~obins . after years in the l' and F.ngland, after the 
e~aration and disappomtments of the T · moYement "It is only 
within very recent y_ears that lathe Bondman . .. [and another cricketer] 
ceased to be merely lated mem ri and fell into pl e as startino points of 
a connected pattern,. (Jam . 0 

My argument here i that Fou uldian n ti of silence should lead U5 

historicizing rumour and gossip 87 

to believe not that they are sites of repression, but that they are eloquent 
a§Umptions about local knowledge. They are not spoken of not because 
they are unspeakable, but because they are isolated fragments of powerful 
stories· they do not carry weight unless the gossip, to use Edgar Morin's 
troubfuig phrase, metastasize into rumours and accusations. This brings 
about a "transition from the singular to the generic" (Morin, 62-63) in 
which the isolated fragments, whether barely remembered or discussed 
daily, are shaped ½tto a s~ific _kind of ~ccusation according to ~pecific 
conventions. The sdences m gossip allow 1t to be taken up anew, with new 
villains and new situations (see White, 1993a). 

Who Is Gossip About? 
If gossip is transmitted over time, how is it different from historical 
memory?7 Is the lore about local heroes gossip, or is it myth-making 
(Nasson)? This raises another question, not just about who gossip is 
directed at, but whose gossip - gossip about which person - is useful as an 
historical source. Gossip about the escapades of ordinary folk survives but 
it is difficult to do more than catalogue these fragments - the gossip 
remains and is sometimes the only source available (see White, 1990a). In 
Nairobi, for example, I frequently heard about the women who worked for 
the wazimamoto: "there was a fat woman called Halima and she sold her 
sister" (White, 1990a: 432). Such remarks were made almost in passing, 
often by way of examples of the kind of wrong doing I had asked about. I 
didn't realize it at the time, but these fragments weren't presented as gossip 
but as invitations to gossip: they tested the interviewer's local knowledge, 
to see if she knew the landscape - or at least the names and norms - well 
enough to join in (Favret-Saada, 11). Gossip offered to, or written to 
bypass the ill-informed, remains fragmentary to those who don't know 
enough to participate (Nasson, 257; Stoler, 1992). It may be important 
information by itself, but in such cases, only when gossip is combined with 
other evidence can it reveal a complex portrait of the subject of the gossip. 

But it may be that in the case of the people who left, or were capable of 
leaving, a paper trail, that rumour and gossip become the best and most 
reliable historical source. To return to The Vanishing Children of Paris 
once more, there is a great deal of writing about Louis XV, some of which 
tries to dispel the idea that he had a frightful disease. Yet nothing 
articulates the quality of his reign quite the way rumours about 
blood-drained abducted children do. Similarly, Jeff Peires (1987: 66-92) 
has argued for the use of oral history "as a counterweight to written 
documentation" by writing the story of a white lawyer who disposed the 
people of Kat River with his pen, "'but wasn't such a fool as to leave 
anything lying around on paper."' If the oral evidence for the man's 
deception and bullying were overstated, it nevertheless represents a vision 
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of a legal y tern at odds with the needs of white and black smallh ld 
In my own work (1993a, 768-71), a Scandinavian settler fa~ ers. 

Abercom in colonial Zambia was accused of being banyama th g near 
term for vampire, by a desperate African in 1944. The man ;as 7 1~1 
traits _almost ~o hundred miles. away - he had just been arrest dire 

abductmg a child, presumably a dispute over child custody or p ~ for 
and was probably repeating local gossip. I did go through all the a'r1'11g -
associations minutes I could lay my hands on to find some in/ ant~rs· 
about this man· nothing useful emerged. The history of the ~"::f 000 

society of Zambia revealed how many leopards were shot n~~ ftural 
But other urces revealed why this man might be locally kn arm. 
vampire: he was frequently involved in labour disputes on his fa::nwn hl a 
he lost, and he had insulted the Bemba paramount in a retail ~ _ch 
when he ,; as a shopkeeper in Kasama. These urces were m· coon 

· th th · • , a word 
goSSip: ey were e g0s.s1py tmpublished memoirs of a colonial ffi ·a1' 
th f th • 11 recallin . . 0 CJ son o e man co eague O an mc1dent in 1940 d ' 
arrested African. 0 

, an an 

Gossip and Historians 

Ackno egemen 

sup_port 

historicizing rumour and gossip 89 

Notes 

, Compare this to histo~iaru( use <?f P.tc?verbs as a w~y to ~sta~lish cultural 
values, often without the attnbution of mdividual authorship or uomc word play 
(see Yankah). 

2 For a no-nonsense summary of Foucault written specifically for 
Africanists, see Vaughan: 8-12; for a no-nonsense colonial historian's reading of 
Foucalt. see Stoler, n.d. 

3 Although courtroom testimony is outside the scope of this particular essay, 
it is one of the sites in_ whic~ gossip and sub_it:ctivity in_terrogate _each other, and a 
site from which a subject remvents a self with, or agalllSt, gossip (see Ferguson, 
and White 1994). The subject need not be present to be remade in a courtroom, 
although ~hen a dead subject is refashioned, the living subjects are often 
constrained by the positions from which they remake the dead (see Cohen and 
Odhiamabo). 

4 Scholars of early modem Europe have debated this as much as Africanists 
have avoided it See, for example, the debates generated by The Return of Martin 
Guerre (Davis, 1983,1988:572-603; Finlay; Greenblatt). Roper, (1-34, 225-30) 
has an excellent summary of these debates. 

s l.aina Kuchui. Pumwani, 14 June 1976. 

6 See White, 1990a; pits were said to be in prostitutes' rooms in Pumwani, 
but in Kamp~a men had such pits in their houses (s~<? White, 1994). Pre~mably 
Kachui's version was heard by people whose Swahih was better than mme, but 
the play between the word for carpet (mkeka) and the word for boundary (mpeka) 
is strong in an account that is about women's ability to control space. 

7 Even within a region, the understanding of gossip varies considerablY.. The 
Bemba-speaking people on the plateau of colonial Nortliern Rhodesia used 1lyashi 
to refer to conversation and talk; Bemba-speakers of the Luapula Valley used the 
same term for historical memory (see Cunmson, and White, 1995). 
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