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JORG R. BERGMANN and THOMAS LUCKMANN

Reconstructive Genres of Everyday Communication

1. Genres as solutions to communicative probloms

 Studies of social communication aré usually concerned either with the most

elementary linguistic aspects of the social transmission of knowledge, or with

‘the varied forms in which that process was institutionalized in different historical

social structures, In our paper-we shall not separately consider either of these
levels. Instead we shall describé an intermediate, structurally distinct level which
has been less adequately explored than the other two. That intermediate level is
directly linked to the Jngwistic structures serving as the “material” base for the
social transmission ‘of knowledge, and is also systematically connected with the
inglitutional structutes which regulate the conctéte social Pprocesses of transmis-
sion. It is this level to whose organizational principles we refer with the term
communicative “genre”.? Thus, “genre” belongs to a level which is located
between the linguistic, code-related, and the institutional, social structure-related
determination of communicative processes. 1t is characterized by social model-
ling of the key features of communicative acts. : .
Communicative genres are solutions to spesifically communicative’ problems. -

. AAlong with the command of language itself, such solutions are avaitable in the

social stock of knowledge. There are of course many kinds of communicative -
processes in any society. Some are, and some are riot shaped by, and modelied

after, communicative genres,

X

! Parts of this paper are based on eatlier publications in which we deal extensively with virious
theoretical, empirical, and methodological aspects of geore analysis. We only want to mention
‘Thomas Luckmann (1986; 1989; 1992) and Jérg R. Bergmanin (1993 a). This paper, programmatic -
in_nature, is closely related 1o n empitical research project with the same title which was
sponsored by the German Reséarch Foundation and which resulted in a series. of studies, a
selection of wich includes: Angela Keppler (1988; 1989), Angela Keppler/Thomas Luckmarin
(1992), Hubert Knobiauch (1991), Bernd Uimer (1988), Jérg R Bergmann (1993b). A book
length monaogtaph will be published soon. ' . : . :
The history of the concept of genre. starts with Axistotle, and — surviving many attacks, e, g, by
Benedetto Croce — the concept continues to be used and debated in literary theoty o this day.
It was adapted and developed among-others, by Bakhtin (1986); it found its way into modern
folklore studies and. to some extent also into the ethnography of communication. Fot biblio-
graphie references we may refer to die volume of: readings, entided “Communicative Genres of
Everyday Life”, which we ace preparing for publicadon. Other sources which may be consulted
are Richard Baurnan,/Joel Sherzer (1974), Dan Ben-Amos (1976) and André Jolles (1982},
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Many communicative pprocesses are not constrained in the selection and com-
- position of communicative eiements in.the comparatively rigid form characteris.
tic of a communicative genre, The individual selects elements from the inventory

of inguistic, and more generally, communicative codes in 2 more or less “sponta-

neous” fashion. He puts. together his message step by step. Sometimes he may
pursue an overall communicative project with some degree of awatreness, but he
does 5o without following 2 clearly defined model. The speaker forms sentences

by taking those words from the semantic inventory of his language which are

available to him in his subjective stock of knowledge, and which seem appropri-

ate to the purpose at hand. As he forms a sequence of words, he of course also-

follows the elementary rules of syntax and, in addition, he may use stylistic
devices and rhetorical stratagems while obeying the prevailing rules of communi-

-cative etiquette. Tn all this he is guided by a mixture of hahit and explicit

intention, occasionally even by a communicative plan as part of an interactional
projectt « but he does not assemble the parts according to 4 preestablished
overall communicative model..

However, such more-or less “spontaneous” acts are by no means the only
s : by ¥

ones to be found among the communicative processes in a. society. Probably,
they are not even the ones that occur most frequently. Thete are others in which
" the individual follows a recognizable overall model both for selecting. elements
from the various available communicative codes, especially language; and for

joining them together into units larger than sentences and single messages. The -
use of such models occurs in certain clearly defined types of social situations,

- and does not occur in others, There may be even situations in which the actor

on the social scene is foreed to use a particular communicative genre, and others -

in' which he is merely likely to do so. )

No doubt it is often difficult to draw an exact line between the elementary
problems of social life and the perifically communicative issues to which genres
offer procedural solutions. They ate obviously closely interwdven in human life.
The elementary and essential problems of food and starvation, sex and love,.
power and justice, life and death,. are always 2lso a matter Jor, and often even a
matter ¢f, comumunication. But these matters. are’ fitst and last something else
than communication: They are things to be done rather than things to be talked
about. Communicative genres are therefore best not stmply considered as social
institutions, and if one uses the concept in a merely analogical fashion, it shouid
"be understood that they are “institutions” of communieiting abou life, including
social life, within social life. However, there may be instances where social insti-
tutions and communicative genres overlap almost to the point of identity. This’
is the case whereever and whenever talking is a conssitutive part of the resolution

3 Concerning communicative etiquette cf. the excellent volume on the history of the ars conversa-

#onis, edited by Claudia Schmélders {1979).
4 Cf. Geoffrey W, Beattie (1979) and the systematic analysis of Elinor O. Keenzn (1977).
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of elementary problems of social life, as for exar_r;ple in a2 wedding ceremony,
judici ntencing, ete. . . . _
Wd”ﬁiféimcntar?function of communicativé génres in Spcia.l life is to organize,
routinize, and rendet {more or less) oblig'.?,tory the solutions to fecurrent com-
municative problems (see also Heritage, this vo_lume). The. communzf:auve pro]?- .
lems for which such solutions tend-to be socially established, are in the main
those which have to do with the communicative aspects of 'those_kullds of social
interaction which are important for the maintenance of a given soc1al.order. Of
course what is important in one kind of society may not be eq}.lal‘ly important
in another, and what is important in one epoch need not remain important at
a later date. It should therefore come as no sutptise that dlfferc?nt societies do
not have the same repertoire of communicative genres (Auer, this volume), and
that the communicative genres of one epoch may dissoive into more _“sp_ontana-
ous” communicative processes, while heretofore unl?ound communicative pro-
cesses congeal into new genres. At the same time, given the essential s{nula_ﬂty
of the human condition, it is hardly surprising that cross-cuttural and historical
comparison not only shows the univexs:lility of communicative genres as an
otganizational principle of social communication but_algo re;?arkable similasities
in many of their specific historical forms. - :

2. The stracture of communicative genras®

"In the detalled analysis of similarities and differences between communicative

genres it may be useful to consider two aspects of structure. Those feat}lres of
-eommunicative genres which result directly from the relation bl?nveen t%len: basic
function and their “matetial” basis may be considered as forming the dumer stras-
ture of communicative genres. But obviously communicative acﬁ?n, \.r.'hatev?r.
intrinsic properties it may have, is also an essential part of social .llfe. 11? is
therefore subject to the general regulations and constraints of SlOCI_jdi action
which derive from the provailing historical system of social institutions and
social stratification, = 2 system, of course, whose construction presupposes a

~long chain of communicative actions. The features of z genre which derive

from the relation berween communicative action and social structure may be
considered as forming their eufer structure. _ : IR .
In the most general terms, the intersal structure of communicative genres is

 characterized by the fact that the actor is provided with fixed communicative

5 There is a voluminous literature concerning aesthetic genres, but it is of limited value for our
sociological interest in (especially vral) genres. After the investigations of Milman Parry (‘191.’;0)-
and Albert B. Lotrd (1960) en the heroic epos, oral commiunicative genres began to be studw:ad .
more intensively. On oral poetry of. Ruth Finnegan (1977} and Paul Zumchor (1983). Of special -
interest is the “ethnography of communication” apptoach developed by Dell Hymes and:John
Gumperz (1972). . . .
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patterns consisting of preselections of various' components of vatious codes,
The patterns form overall models of communication and are stored a5 such in,
the social stock of knowledge with implicit or even explicitly formulated rules

for their appropriate use. Elements are preselected (with varying degrees of _
~ constraint) from different levels of the main communicative code, a language, .

They concern elementary phonological, prosodic {Gibbon, this volume), seman-
tic, and syntactic aspects of the code, as well as routinized composite elements,
such as idioms, phrases, etc. In addition to the varying preselections from the
.main code — from which the key “textual” elements-of the “message” are built

up -, communicative genres also vary with regard to the use they make of .

additional codes and expressive systems: mimetic, gestural, kinetic and others,
The inner structure of communicative genres thus consists of rather diverse

elements: words and phrases selected from different registers, formulae and

.entire formulaic blocks; rhetorical forms and tropes, stylistic devices, metric and
melodic forms, thymes, adjectival or nominal lists, oppositions, etc. And as re-
gards the intersubjective, dialogical regulation, the inner structure may cofitain

gente-specific rather than general regulations with regard, for example, to-tutrn-

taking organization, repair strategies, and to the selection — or avoidance — of
certain topics ot entire topical fields as for example, politics, sex, etc,

The outer structure of communicative genres consists in the main in clearly
established definitions of appropziate social milieus for certain types of com-
municative acts; and for the specifically communicative transformations of social
roles. The reciprocal relation of the actors is defined with a higher degree of
constraint than it normally is in more “spontaneous” communicative acts, These.
definitions are evidently not independent of overall, social structaral definitions
of milieus, situations and actors — but they are not simply identical with them..
General social structural and genre-related definitions tend to merge in those
instances in which communicative genres are directly related to social instira-

tions, and then the definitions tommonly refer to age, gender, status, etc.: -

teacher, judge, physician, mother-in-law, etc. On the other hand thers ate genres

- in which the definitions are relasively independent of general social definitions -

and are valid specifically for the duration of the communicative acts: the actor

a5 story-teller, singer; shouting-match opponent, etc.

‘Taken together the two structural levels define the concrete patterns of genre-
like communicative action and determine the deprree of rpgidity and constraint
with regard to preselection and combinadon of compunicative elements,

In our next chapter we shall deal with a certain “family of gentes”, which -
— next to didactic genres — is pardcularly iimportant in the mediation of action-
oricnting knowledge, a process in which vatious kinds of past experiences,

" .events, -etc. are reconstructed. In fact, there seems to be an entire group of

communicative forms whose main purpose is reconstruction, such as conver-
slon-accounts,® interviews, disaster reports, gossip, etc. Different as they are,

§ C£ Bernd Ulmer (1988) ‘and Thoras Lackmanh (1987)
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they have cettain features in common which they do not share with, ¢ g., d:idacti-
cal genres like preaching, teaching, ete.” and which tlxcy do not share with the
minot genres such as sayings, parables, etc.? -

3. Reconstraciions of events as genves

Social events are essentially transitory (see also Quasthoff, this volume), 1 e,
they occur, they ate gone and irrevocdbly become past o_f '.the past. The ,1deg
that ‘events appear and disappeat again seems, of course, ttrm?l. In. our .everyday _
expetience events come and go but we have soc1a]ly.1nst1tuuon‘9‘.hzed soluttor}s
for the problems which arise from that, T}}ereby t%ley becgmc unProblemaUC
problems”. An occurring event does not simply dissolve into nothing but be-
comes an event that has occured, a past evént. We know that events are tran-
sient. But we also know that past events can be retainéd in memoty, ngmed, )
typiﬁe&, thematized, znd presented -in conversation. Fpr hmtnaztl social inter-
course these communicative techniques possess elementary sxgmﬁ.cancg. Thc_y;
open up the possibility of historical consciousness and the formation of t:fdl—

" tion. Research on historical consciousness of preliterate cultures shows that. for
all ethnic groups known to us the past is not accepted as semeﬂﬁng self—evlldent
ot even indifferent, instead events that have occurred are viewed as csscr}tlgl o
the present and the future of the affected group and are made the sub]e_ct of
reflection and tradition.”” Although social events, one after the other,. flow
downriver in the stream of what has been, this does not mean that every oceur-
rence drowns in it, as, it were, the moment after it surfaces in the stream, In
this case, too, Odo Marquasd’s (1973, 241) dicrum holds: “People can nearly
always do otherwise” And so, past events, “gonc. fprever”,lare_ reconstructed,

The assumption that, because of their essentially transitory nature we can
control social events only by reconstructing them, seems to contradict the obser-
'vation that social processes frequently result in material states or facts I_hat out-
last them, forming ever-available documents of the past.—Whet‘her;such n.later.lal.
witnesses” are sought in order to provide criminal evidence or fqr historio- -

_ graphic, archaeological and sociological purposes, they seem' to- provide the ob-
server with something tangible. They seem to have ‘_‘sec_urec'i” the past because
the material chjects themnselves escape transient time. But this security is trfzac_h—
erous. The presence of a material trace does not bring the past back by ztsxﬂf.
Traces must be “read”, i e, the observer niust organize whatever he sees in
such a way that “there is an occasion for a narrative sequence”. Thus the histo-
rian Carlo Ginzburg (1980, 12). He coftinues: o

7 Cf Richard Bauman (1974). -

® For two classical papers dealing with proverbs and. parabels <f, E. Ojo Arewa/Alan. Dundes
(1964) and Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblert (1975). - _ o .

9 Ridiger Schorr (1968, 169). : :
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‘The simplest formulation of this nartative sequence could be: ‘someone has passed by here’.-
Perhaps the idea of narration irself (in contrast to magic spells, cutses and conjurings) atose for
the first time in a society of hunters and from the expetience of wacking, [...] Thus the hunter
would have been the first ‘to tell a story” because he was the only capable of reading an intercon-
nected series of events in the mure —~ if not invisible — tracks of his quarry. '

Ginzburg’s speculation about the otigin of the idea of narration is less interesting
than his basic point: Even when social events leave behind a trace for the

observer, the fact that the original process has disappeared remains, literally,"a -

chronic problem. The matetial traces of an event, no less than the Memory

of immediate participation in the event, tequire teconstruction. Furthermore,

Ginzburg’s remarks on the origin of the idea of narration make clear that the
structural problem of the communicative presentation of past events cannot be
solved arbitrarily by each individual for himself. Rather, some socially institu-

tionalized models must be provided to serve as intersubjectively usable solutions -

for this problem. Communicative genrés that specifically serve to reconstruct
past events, in short, reconstructive genres, provide such solutions. '

There are essentially two reasons why we speak of reconstructive genres and

not simply of stories, tales, or natrations, Everyday (story, tale) or scientific
(narration) concepts have 2 normative component which tends to make them
- deaf to the manifold concrete possibilities of reconstructive reference to social
events. First of all, these concepts fail to take note of non-narrative forms of
reconstruction. After a sporting event, the players — and ‘sometimes even the
fans — can be observed to present single events or passages in a mixture of re-
actualizations of scenes, critical or euphotic evaluations, and imagined possibilit-
ies about alternative hypothetical courses of the garme. That, too, is reconstruc-
tion, although in situations of this kind, in which all those who do the recon-
structing participated as actors or eyewitnesses to the past occurrence, natrative
elements hardly play any role. Yet this is 2 species of a reconstructive comemuni-

cative genre: One must know the rules or this form of commumication in order |

to be able to participate in it. ‘

+. Concepts like “story telling” or “narration” do not reduce the plurality of .

reconstructive communicative forms only externatly, To'a great extent they also
nartow the spectrum of forms of reconstruction internally. Everday narration
occuss for theé most part in' forms that are not shaped in the fully developed
format of a story. Through the observation of family conversations, for example,
one notices with some astonishment that evenrs and occurrences are thematized,
Le, “wold” for houts, but that “tales” nevertheless remain a raré exception.
Instead, brief depictions of new matters, rehearsals of old matters, suggestive
anecdotes, individual observations of unusual things succeed one another, some-
times rapidly, sometimes with perseveting slowness. For a long time, sociologists.

and linguists failed to tike note of these communicative forms. They were sup-
posedly primitive or degenerated versions of tiue natration, not to be regarded

worthy of investigation. Their autochthonous formal qualities were- not recog-

nized. This misplaced disdain can be explained by the fact that it was based on
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a’normative conception of “narration”. that was to a ]aFge' degree_ inﬂuence;] by
the traditional literary ideals of narrative form. Normative acsthetic conceptions
influenced the analysis of everyday story-telling, if in no other way than by
mazking the “primitive” forms of reconstruction appear as unimportant trifles. 7
Interestingly, writets like Jane Austen, Theodqr Fontane, or Leo qustoy were
not led astray by literary theory. Using dialogue as 2 cer}ixa.l nasrative device,
they recognized the “primitive” forms and their conversational significance and
reproduced them in their works.!Y As an example we can take 2 passage from

- Anna Karenina in which Tolstoy describes the conversations of the guests at gn

evening party in the house of Countess Lisabet:

The conversaton began amiably, but just because it was 100 amiable it came to a stop again.
They had to have recourse to the sure, never-failing topic — gossip [...]. - : o

Round the samovar and the hostess the conversation had been meanwhile vacillating i just
the same ways berween three inevitable topics: the latest piece of public news, the theater, and
scandal. It, too, came finally to rest on the last topic, that is, ill-nawred gossip.

“Have you heard the Maltischichév woman — the mother, not the daughter ~ has ordered a
‘costume in diable rose colour?” ’ :

‘Nonsense! No, that’s too lovely! . ..

‘I wonder that with her senses — for she’s not a fool, you know — that_she doesn’t see how

- . : . . .

fungz‘:?yz:e' had something to. say in censure or ridicule of the Iuckless Madame Maltischtchey,
and the conversation crackled merrily, ke a burning faggot-stack.? . . -

‘ Toistoy saw ~ without articulating the insight theoretically — that a conversation

can crackie “metrily, like a burning faggot-stack” through the intreduction of
trifling news, the continuation of, and comments upon, “piquant” information,”

_and that it is gossip, above all, that is nourished by these rudimentary nartative -

forms of reconstruction. To be sure, it is not unusual that such piquant informa-
tion in gossip can be developed into whole stories. But in order to comprehcr.id
the entire spectrum of reconstrucdve forms and subform:_;_ that are found in
everyday communication we need another, less prejudicial concept than “narra-

. ) . L -
tion”. This was our main motive to speak of “reconstructive gentes”.

4. An exm@!é: JOsSIp as o recoHstrHctive genre

When people gossip they are busy with reconstructing certain episodes from .
the fives of others. In that sense gossip is just another instance of story-telling, -
But this qualification is by no means specific enough to clarify, what makes
gossip gossip, i e, why a given instance of story-telling may be legitimately
called gossip. Relying on dictionary definitions does not help; they usually try
to capture the essence of gossip through a description of the content. Bue. -

10 For conversation as the dominant medium of modeling reality in Fontane, cf. Wolfgang Preisen-
danz (1984). - . . ) ;
i Leo Tolstoy (1931, 178£). _
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describing gossip as “bits of news about the personal business of others”!2 is
insufficient insofar as the very same bit of information may at one dme count
~ as gossip and not at another, depending on who gives it to whom and whom it
concerns. To take 2 classic topic of gossip: If 2 woman hes an extramarital affair

then we would sutely call her friends’ and neighbours’ talk about this event

gossip, but not the injured husband’s discussion about it with his divorce lawyer.

That is to say, whether news abour another person is news about his private °

affairs (and thereby could be the content of a gossip-conversadon) depends not
only on the content of this news but équally on the relational configuration of
those who disseminate it, perceive it, and are affected by it. Starting from this
observation a description of the innef structure of possip 2s a communicarive
genre has to encompass the following elements: .

Swcial relation. The basic pattern of gossip to which all imaginable consteli-
ations of gossip-talk can be reduced, always incorporates three figures constitu-
tive of the interaction: the producer of gossip, its recipient and the object of
gossip, 1. e.; the person, about whom one gossips. Not everybody may be eligible

for inclusion in this gossip triad. There ate several constraints as to who is -

Permitted to enter the social circle of gossip. For example, one does not tell
juicy gossip stories about one’s colleague 1o 2 stranger; gossip participants usu-
ally have to know each other. At least they need to have a shared knowiedge
g‘bout the identity of the “victim™. (If this knowledge is not reciprocal, 2 detiva-
tive form, “celebrity gossip”, may develop,) To be sure, stories are told about
unknown third persons, but then we would not categorize and treat the tesulting
conversation as gassip. Lege ardis one should gossip only about friends, colleagues
and acquaintances and only with ftiends, colleagues and acquaintances. Thus,
the gossip triad reproduces the pattern of intimacy within the relational network
of the participants involved. The right to gossip about friends is a privilege,
which is extended only to those persons who are recognized as members of this
network and who know that it is their duty to show interest in the virtues as
well as-in the bad habits of the other members. Moreover, to gossip about
.othle_rs is — in a sociological sense — ‘as important as to be gossiped about. This
_;nmght was nicely put by Elizabeth Bott (1971, 67): “No gossip, no compan-
tonship.” o ' ' -

.- Nan-presence of third party. A further communicative prerequisite for the occur-
rence of gossip is that the person gossiped about is excluded from the communi-
cation itself as an active or passive participant, He is present only as somebody
Whom the others talk about. This negative determination of the object of gossip
is a con§timdve feature of gossip as such. When' this prerequisite is hot or no
longer given then gossip (about this person) is blocked ot suppressed. This can

be observed in such cases in which an absent person, whom others are talking .

about, suddenly appears on the scene, with the result that the co-interactants
may put an 2brupt end to their conversation. An embarrassing silence may

.12 Thus the definition in Wibrigs Destiches Wirterbach, .
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follow or.the intruder may retreat with an “I’ll see you later”. Instances like this-
show that the rule, according to which the object of gossip must not be present,
is not just z statistical regularity ot ant imputed relation, but a featute of gossip,
to which the gossipers themselves are oriented. Again, it may be claimed that

* there are situations in which parties to & conversation in fact talk about a third

party who is present. We do not want t© deny this; but we maintain that the
type of communication -occurting in such a situation differs significantly from
what we described as “gossip” and deserves to be analyzed as another communi-
cative form. . o

Privagy. A further pre-condition for gossip to emerge pertains o a specific’
qualification of the object (the “victim”) of gossip. In order to become 2 target
of gossip a person must be capable of claiming ptivacy. Gossip draws an essen-
tial part of its enetgy from the tension bétween what an individual does publicly
and what he seeks to keep private.!* The transgression of a boundary to a’
sphere, which the person spoken zbout would claim as his private one, is 2
constitutive element of gossip ~ and at the same time a major source of fascina:
tion for the gossipers. This feature may explain why conversations about little
children (ot about pets) would not count as gossip, even if duting these conver-
sations “intimate” details were mentioned. Virtual objects of gossip are only
persons who are accorded the ability to claim privacy for themselves, i. e, 2

‘hidden “second” world behind the obviously given “first” one.’

Ethno-theory of gossip. It is 2 feature of many (but not all) communicative genres
that there is 2 common stock of everyday knowledge about the rormativity and -
social reputation of the communicative activity prescribed and modelled by these
genres. Prequently, genres are much moré than neutral guidelines for the accom-

"plishment of certain communicative activities. ‘They are imbued with cultural

values; people rely on socially accepted knowledge about them {an ethno-theory)
in order to make use of genres. Gossip is a good case in point. A striking and
crucial feature of gossip is that there is a sharp discrepancy between the public
proscription of gossip and its prevailing occurrence in private. Following the
suggestion of Karl Vossler (1923, 239), “to take the instruction books of elo-
quence, the. old thetorics as first attempts of a sociological reflection on lan-
guage”, one'can find that gossip always was regarded a violation of good man-’
‘nérs and was condemned as impolifeness, tactlessniess, if not as proof of poor.
character of those engaging in it. The denigration of gossip is not restricted to
those books. and treatises of etiquette in which the rules of good. conduct are-
documented and normatively postulated. There are many verriacular expressions '
and phrases by which those who like to gossip’ are characterized in a very

. disparaging way. Now the interesting question is whether those who nevertheless

13 Brving Goffman’s (1959) early distinction between on stage and off stage beliaviout could be
used for z more thorough account of this argument. - .

™ Jt was Georg Simmel (1950) who developed in his “sociology of the sceret” the idea thar the
first, visible world is tremendously enlatged and enriched. through secrecy. :
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engage in gossip simply ignore its public condemnation or take it into account

— and how they do either the one or the other.

The danger of gossip: Transcripts of gossip-talk cleatly reveal that the formal
strucrure in which gossip is communicatively realized is strongly influenced by
its disteputable public image. People who engage in gossip are obviously aware
of the fact that they endanger their own repiitation. There are many features.

- from which it .can be inferred that gossipers are at paing to cope with the

problematic implications of their doing. They take vatious' precautions in order
to avoid negative ascriptions, To begin with, interactants do not start to gossip-

outright. Regularly the participants begin by trying to establish to what extent
knowledge about the character of the potential “victim” is shared, and to get
the ‘co-interactant to racify the moral framing within which the talking is to take
place. This pre-gossip sequence!® can either take the form of an offer {if one
of the participants has 2 story to tell), or it can take the form of an invitation
{typically presented in a fishing format) if someone wants to receive news about
a mutual acquaintance. The rationale for both devices is self-evident: By either’
of these procedures irrevocable -unilateral ‘'moves toward gossip are avoided.
Thus, because all participants are involved in the dubious business of gossiping

. from the very beginning, a one-sided, righteous assignment of blame is pre-
vented. ' o g ‘ .

Accentuation of the extraordinary. Other featuzes of gossip-talk which are occa-
sioned by the disgraceful quality of gossip may be found by looking at. the
reconstructive activity itself. Gossipers talk about the private doings of an absent
acquaintance. Gossip information is “advertised” as worthy of communication

through the general way it is presented by setting specific accents. Agzinst the:

background of such “advertisement”, it is easily understood why gossip-talk
tends to emphasize in its reconstructions of Ppast events.the unexpected, the
unconventional, the juicy, the strange, the improper, the immoral and the ec-
ceqtric in the behaviour of the “victirn”. The accentuation of the extraordinary
bas two important implications. On the one hand, it heightens the entertainment
value of the information. And on the other hand, dramatic accents placed upon
rule-breaking behaviour help to legitimate the gossiper’s intrusion into the pri--

vate sphere of the “victim”. Scandal turns a private event into 2 subject of

public interest, ‘ : .
Authensification. In principle, the gossipet’s concern is to present his informa-
tion as believable. Because gossip contains a built-in tendency to exaggeration, |
gossipers are afways in danger of being considered slanderers, Whether a speak-
er's presentation contains false statements. about an absent third patty cannot,
of course, be decided solely through the analysis of gossip-talk. We can observe,
however, that gossipers employ numerous authentification strategies within their
reconstructive activity in order to prove that the narrative version they present
is valid and that their informiation is truseworthy. For example, in teconstructing

.15 QO pre-sequences cf. Steven Levinson (1983, 345 ££). ‘
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an interactive episode they strongly prefer to use E:lirect qutatiogs in order to
present again what someone aiready had §aid carher..'The quotation format is
especially suitable for the purpose of gossip becausre. it not only conveys 2 fla-
vour of anthenticity and originality, bt — as Volosmoy (1973) and Goffmaln
(1974; 1981y have pointed out — it also provxglles toom for uncensured and.
unzestticted expression, for-which. the one w}}o is ql:.loted rather than .the -one
who quotes can be held responsible. This again provides the oppostuaity both

for exaggeration and dramatizaton as well as for entertainment,

In their utterances gossipers repeatedly reveal that _they haj\re.not _los.t s‘ight O.f
the morally contaminated character of thcir__informa}:mn. Thislls sh(_)Wﬂ in tl'_leg:
efforts to present their knowledge as passively acquired, t-hat is, as information
that was given to them by others, or that they: had. received it in some otfher :
way, which did not imply that they were actively seeking to get that mﬁ’)rma‘uoln.
in_reconstructing an event, gossipers typically not only .detscnbe‘the event itsélf
but also the genealogy of their knowledge, thus providing e\fxdence that the
event intruded into their sphere of perception and r_h',.xt they coui‘j.l not helpr
perceiving it.'® By objéctifying their version in this _fashlon thel gossipess make
sure that they escape the danger of being compromlsled. by ;hel_r. stories.

Moralizing. Gossip producers do not present their information in the’ de-
tached, neutral mode of a news broadcaster, What is important fof the gossipers
is not so much the informational content of their stories but the commentaries:

-, and’ evaluations added to mere information. Two of the most striking features

of gossip-talk béar witness to this. First, it can be Qbse?vcd rha_t what is .the
stimulating effect of gossip for the gossipers themselves Is to be found mainly
in the joy of speculation about the why's and wherefore’s (.)f .the story .an'd about
the motives of the “victim”. Second; a prevailing characteristic of gossip is moral

indignation — often hiding outright malice. The latter. may be discovered in the

inflection matking much gossip-talk. Gossip producers indicate _car_ly, holw they .
wish their story to be ifiterpreted. Whenever the recipient agrees with this eval-
uation, one speculative and denigrating remark may follow upon anolthcr‘. An
outside observer could then easily get the impression that the mfprrnanon itself
served the gossipers only as a pretext for idle speculation, mischievous femarks ..
and joint moral indignation. . _ T o
Social typing. The gossipers are interested in the génera.hzau.on of their knewll-
edge at least as much as in the reconstruction of the event itself, The story is
not taken to be a singular episode but is interpreted as typical of 1‘:he chatracter
of the gossip’s “victim”. Thus, the “victim™ is identiﬁed as q lso.c1al type. The-
“moral” of a gossip story always points beyond the single md.md_ual actor; he
is seen as a specimen of an entire breed. By generalizing about the sm.gle.eplso.de
and by turning the “victim” into'a social type, a solid base for the continuation

16 "Cf, Riobin Wooffitt's (1§92) study of talk about patanotrmal events in which frequeridy an “T was
just doing X when Y"-utterance format occurred. The same forma: could be observed in a
certain type of calls to the fire department, cf. Jérg R. Bergmann (1993b). )
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of gossip-talk is provided. Hither the gossipers move on to the next story about
the same victim — or go back to an old one, This will serve as further evidence
for the character revealed in the original piece of news. Or they turn to another
miember of their common social network who is taken to be a further represen-

tative of the social type exemplified in the story. Gossip is thus a self-perpetuat-
ing communicative activity in which people denigrate their mutual friends and

acquaintances. It is only through external signs and constraints ‘that they may
be forced to leave the universe of gossip, retutn to the world of everyday busi-

ness, and take up the duties they interrupted for the sake of gossip (and which' -

often served as a pretext for approaching potential fellow-gossipers).

- Inferring, speculating, commenting, re-playing, insinuating, denigrating and, of
course, story-telling are constitutive elements of every gossip-talk. But story-
teling is only one and not necessarily the most important feature of gossip.
Studying gossip by way of narrative analysis would have drawn our attention
again primarily to the story part, We think it is one advantage of the concept

_ of communicative'genre that it is capable of redirecting the researcher’s attention

to hitherto ignored phenomena deserving systematic study,

. .

3. Commanicative genres within the communicative “bz}c{get” of a soctety

Other communicative forms can be studied in a manner analogous to the one
we cxemplified in the case of gossip. We have already mentioned that it is
possible to imagine a large specirum of closely related communicative forms by
varying one by one the features that are constitutive of gossip. What kind of
communicative activity is it when instead of the delivery and exchange of new
stories o/d stories are retold? Is it 2 communicative genre in its own right when

people talk about somebody who is presenf? Is it already gossip when two friends -

who see each other after some time: bring each other up to date (*How is
your wife?”)? Pursuing this line of research one can think of a whole group of
“consanguinal” relatives of gossip forming an entire “famnily of genres”.

_To be sure, the samé_ procedure may be applied while stéfting from 2 different
point ‘of departure, say, the communicative form of ‘taking leave, Again one

would find that by minor changes of a single element other forms emerge and® -

that they may be grouped rogether as a-separate family of communicative forms.
But then. there are cross-links between these various families, even cross-mat-
tiages which eventually lead to geare hybrids and other communicative forms
whose genus may be a bit unclear. What is clear to us is that a concept is needed
which is able to cover the multitude of -commuricative forms, gerires, families
etc, and which nevertheless is open enough to new.ideas developing out of
detailed ernpirical studies. We suggest, that the idea of 2 “communicative
budget” of a society (Thomas Luckman, 1989) may serve as such an otganiz-
Ing concept. . : o : ‘
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We would like to introduce the térm communicative “budget” to refer to the:.

“whole of the communicative dimension of social life. The térm is-considerably

mote abstract than the concept of communicative genre. It should be obvious
that undet some circumstances almost any commuticative process may have a
bearing upon the maintenance — and transformation — of a society, but it is also.
clear that, in fact, some communicative processes are more important than oth-
ers. It is a matter for empirical and systematic cross-cuitural study to establish
which- is which; it is ot a matter to be decided in the abstract. Nonetheless,
one tnay be sure that thete are some basic problems to be resolved in all socie-
tics; that these problems will have a basic similarity one to’ another, and that
therefore some kinds ‘of communicative issues may be universal and; therefore,

" some kinds -of similar genre-like solutions to communicative issues will be

found everywhere.

"“The communicative “budget” of a society consists of different kinds of com-

municative processes, the difference being not only one of content but also éne
of form.. Much of the “budget” can only be estimated. It is loosely structured.
and contains “spontaneous” communicative processes. But its most ?mportant
patt has the substantially more rigorous structute of a system. It consists of_t‘he_
field of communicative genres.’” A reasonably accurate analysis of the repertoire
and the functioning of communicative genres should give 2 rough estimate of
the entire communicative “budget”. And even 2 rough estimate should prove
of great value in an area characterized by so much guesswork as is the theory
of “cultural” and social change. ‘ . : : R

- The word “budget” is quite appropriate in the present context. The colloquial
meaning of this book-keeping term refers both to the precisely est_ablis_sh_ed and
to only the apparently precise, roughly estimated components, It alludes to exact
figures as well as to guesswork, All this nicely captures the heterogeneous ‘ele-

" ments of a communicative “budget”, and provides 2 good idea of the mixture

of reasonably reltable empirical data and a rather speculative estimate of facts _
which is likely to characterize the study of communicative “budgets”.
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. ERIKA FISCHER‘LICHTE

Written Drama — Oral Performance

1. The drama: literature or theatre?

" Theatre in the Wes¢ is essentially characterised by the tension between written |
drama and orality. Since Atistode, there has been much dissent as to whether
drama should be considered ynder hterature as wiiting or under theatre as oral--

ity. Whilst Aristotle sharply dlstmgulshed draria as fiterary text from its pesfor-

mance in the theatre because “the.effect of tragedy can be felt without the * -
. performance or the actor”, (Aristoteles 1964) drama theotists today tend to

classify drama as a “multimedial text” (Pfister 1988: 6-11). This is a valid ap-
proach since literary theory has consistently neglccted the dimension of perfor-
mance. Some conclusions drawn on the.basis of such an apptroach, however
may not always be entirely appropriate. )
This is because theré are fundamental differences bctween the performance
of a drama and its literary text both in terms of the media and semiotics. Drama,
with its ‘fixed, written text, belongs to the class monomedial fexts. The petfor-

mance, on the .other hand, which at the very least is communicated by two
- media — the stage and the actor, belongs to the class multimedial fexts. Whilst the

literary text consists exclusively of bomagenecus linguistic/written signs, and even
complex signs (such as figure! and plot) atise through the combination of lin-
guistic/written signs, the performance is made of heterogeneous signs which may
be verbal 6r non-verbal (mime, gesture, proxemics, mask, costume, props, set,
sounds, music}, (Compare Fischer-Lichte 1987: 197—221). The literary text-of
the drama belongs, therefore, to the category “writing”, the performance of the
dramz, on the other hand, to. “orality”.

This important distinction between the drama and its performance in media
and sermiotics has far-reaching consequences in the study. of .the dramatic dia-
logue. For the dramatic dialogue primarily represents — even in the fixed, literary
text ~ a face to face interaction which, by definition, must fall within the sphere
of orality. Secondly, the langnage of the dialogue can be constructed so-dif-
ferently that its variants can range across 4 whole continunm extending between
two exttemes — a highly elaborate written language and a comipletely. artless

! “Figure” is used here rather than “character” to differentiate fictional ﬁg‘ures in the theatre from
any chatacter or person.in real life. Al tcrmmology of drama and theatte uscd in this paper is
based on Pfister 1988.
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