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Grog and Gossip in Bhatgaon:

Style and Substance in Fiji
Indian Conversation

DONALD BRENNEIS

The central question in the anthropological study of gossip has long been, What
is gossip about? Gluckman (1963:308), for example, suggests that gossip and scan-
dal “maintain the unity, morals and values of social groups. . .. they enable these
groups to control the competing cliques and aspiring individuals of which all
groups are composed.” For Gluckman the content of gossip—the message it con-
veys—is primarily concerned with the implicit, sometimes negative articulation
of group values, Paine (1967:282), by contrast, argues that “gossip, whatever else
it may be in a functional sense, is also a cultural device used by an individual to
further his own interests”; gossip contains information about others, shaped
strategically to suit the speaker’s ends (see also Cox 1970; Szwed 1966). From both
perspectives the proper objects of study are the texts and topics of gossip; dis-
agreement lies in how these materials and their implications are to be evaluated.
In this paper I argue that as important as the question of what gossip is about
may be, our anthropological preoccupation with it has prevented us from looking
at gossip itself in any great detail. To some extent this reflects a broader cultural
notion that language is primarily a descriptive tool, a way of making propositional
statements about the world {see Myers and Brenneis 1984 for a more detailed dis-
cussion). Our interpretations have concentrated on what gossip says about people
and values and have largely ignored how it is said. In so doing we have neglected
the nonreferential features and implications of gossip as an activity. A few an-
thropologists, notably Edmonson (1966}, Gossen (1974), and Abrahams (1970),
have drawn attention to the stylistic character of gossip itself, analyzing it in terms
of community ideas of verbal art, license, and decorum; others such as M.
Goodwin (1980, 1982} focus on its interactional character and ways by which lan-
guage use generates social relationships. When Edmonson, Gossen, and Abrahams
consider the content of gossip, it is essentially as a way of getting at style; the
rhetorical effects of what gossip is about are neglected. Goodwin, by contrast, con-
siders prosodic, syntactic, and interactional features in some detail; her analysis
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